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ABSTRACT 
Sociologists and social Anthropologists have evinced 
their interests in studying social ecology in India as early 
as 1920s. RadhaKamal Mukerjee has been one of the 
pioneers in the study of social ecology in India. However, 
not too many sociologists and social anthropologists have 
evinced their interest in studying social ecology in India 
from 1940s to 1970s. Since 1980s sociologists and social 
anthropologists are taking deeper interest in social ecology 
and its relationship with social s tructure, economy, polity 
and culture. The present study on 'Social Ecology and 
Agrarian Structure: A Village Study in the Kosi Command 
Area' is a continuation in this direction. 
The present study is mainly based on field study 
during January - July, 2003 in Bathipur. It ha s examined 
the influence of social ecology on the agrarian classes in 
Bathipur. It has focussed on the changing relations 
between the members of the dominant class [grihasts) and 
the subordinate class of landless labourers due to the 
determining influence of ecological conditions in the area. 
There has been an at tempt in unraveling the character of 
the relations of exploitation and the conflicts of interests 
arising from the ownership, control and use of land and 
irrigation resources: the principal means of production. 
The benefits of relative improvements in the ecological 
conditions in the village have largely gone to the 
landholders and it has further intensified the social 
inequality in the village. 
This study plans to examine interrelationship 
between ecological infrastructure and economy as well as 
social s t ructure at the village level in the Kosi command 
area. It may be noted here that the Kosi is one of the most 
notorious rivers in India for changing its course 
frequently. The village, Bathipur, selected for this study is 
in Katihar district in Bihar. The village has been selected 
after careful consideration from the Kosi command area. 
Despite the abundance of village studies in India, social 
anthropologists have paid little attention to the ecological 
framework of rural life. RadhaKamal Mukerjee first 
outlined the theoretical possibilities of an ecologically 
oriented sociology. Present day problems of varied na ture 
in human life are directly or indirectly very much related 
to ecology and their solution needs an ecological 
knowledge. These days ecology has been contr ibut ing very 
much to socio-economic, political and other similar 
policies of the world. There are interdependencies not only 
between ecology and other areas of plant sciences bu t also 
between ecology and physical as well as social sciences. 
Ecology plays an important role in human welfare. This is 
primarily a field subject and modern ecology is concerned 
with the functional interdependencies between living 
things and their environment. There is inter-relat ionship 
between ecological infrastructure (soil, water, forests etc.) 
and economy (forces and relations of production) as well 
as social s t ructure (caste, community, kinship, etc.). 
Inductive methodology has been used in this study. 
This study is qualitative and descriptive in na ture . 
Descriptive studies aim at portraying the character is t ics of 
a particular situation or group of individual (with or 
without specific initial hypotheses about the na tu re of 
these studies). The inductive research strategy s ta r t s with 
the collection of data and then proceeds to derive 
generalizations using so called inductive logic. The aim is 
to determine the na ture of regularities, or networks of 
regularities, in social life. It consists of four main stages 
as follows. Firstly, all facts are observed and recorded 
without selection of guesses. Secondly, these facts are 
analysed, compared and classified, without using 
hypotheses. Thirdly, from this analysis, generalizations 
are inductively drawn as to the relations between the 
facts. Finally, these generalizations are subjected to 
further testing. Case study, part icipant observation and 
interview methods have been used in this study. 
Observation is an integral par t of any scientific inquiry. 
Participant observation helps researcher to gather 
sufficient information related to 'what' ques t ions . Case 
study method involves an intensive study of small number 
of s i tuat ions, in which emphasis is on unders tand ing the 
subject of investigation as a whole and all aspec ts of cases 
are investigated. This method is very useful to capture 
qualitative aspects of social life and its interact ion with 
ecology. Interview method involves a face to face 
interaction on the subject of investigation between the 
researcher and the respondents . Unst ruc tured interview 
has been used to supplement the study. In an interview, 
the interviewer asks questions which crop up in his mind 
related with the problems under investigation at the time 
of conducting an interview. This method provides good 
insights to unders tand the subject of study. In a nutshell , 
part icipant observation, case study and interview methods 
have been used to examine the relationship between social 
ecology and agrarian s t ructure . 
There are four main classes in the village under 
study. "Grihasts" belong to upper and middle castes and 
are independent operators of land. They use hired labour 
for agricultural operations. They derive social power by 
maintaining contacts with the local officials. A small 
proportion of the land operated by grihasts can be leased 
in but this does not alter their image as independent 
operators of land, using the labour power of others. This 
feature encapsula tes all grihasts , irrespective of the caste 
of which they belong or their position in the scale of 
landholding. 
"Tenant cultivators" mostly belong to the middle 
castes . They own a little land and most of the land they 
operate are leased in. They hire in labour for the 
cultivation of their small holding. They never hire 
themselves out to others as labour. 
"Petty cultivators" hold a marginal position in the 
s t ruc ture of land control. Mainly dalits consti tute this 
class. As the amount of land is inadequate for 
subsis tence, they hire themselves out as agricultural 
labourers . This class also includes those who do not own 
any land. The members of this class straddle several 
systems of production relations. Their precarious position 
in the village 'Bathipur ' is a consequence of the changing 
t imes. Before 1970s many such persons were bataidars. 
"Landless labourers" depend entirely on the sale of 
their labour power for subsistence. The members of this 
class are principal producers in contemporary Bathipur 
agriculture. A substant ia l number of the households in 
the village belong to this class. They are drawn from a 
range of castes, viz. Markande, Mushar, Dom, Dusadh, 
Chamar, Past. 
The dominance of landholders both in terms of caste 
and class has placed them in a relation of opposition to 
petty cultivators and landless labourers. The pursu i t of 
cultivation under the personal charge of a landholder 
leads to the preponderance of hired labour over tenancy. 
The agrarian relations in the village since the 
beginning of the twentieth century were influenced by a 
major transformation in its physical environment because 
of the changing course of the river Kosi. The erratic 
behaviour of the Kosi caused uncongenial environment for 
the agriculture. The twentieth century marked a turning 
point in the ecology of the area and agriculture became 
more predictable. With the change in the ecological 
conditions the density of population started increasing; 
the land became stable and started yielding large re tu rns 
of valuable crops 
Through the Kosi project, the supply of Kosi canal 
water significantly transformed the simple agricultural 
cycle into complex agricultural cycle in the village. There 
are dramatic changes in the cropping pattern following the 
introduction of canal irrigation in 1959. This assured 
source of irrigation increased the scale and intensity of 
cultivation. The introduction of tractors and canal 
irrigation revolutionized the traditional methods of field 
preparation. As the scale of cultivation largely increased, 
it generated the demand for labour to perform various 
labour-intensive operations. The taming of river and 
assured water for irrigation through canal and bamboo 
tube-well can be taken as man's intervention with the 
ecological conditions and moulding it for the fulfillment of 
his needs. 
The benefits of the Kosi project have been unequally 
shared. The bulk of gains have gone to large landowners. 
In an absence of essential s t ructural changes, Kosi has 
turned out to be an ins t rument of inequity. The benefits of 
the project have been shared in the following manner: 
large landowners have benefited substantially. Small 
landowners have made small gains but their position has 
become vulnerable. Sharecroppers have suffered greatly, 
and landless labourers survive in more or less the same 
conditions of abject poverty in which they have always 
lived. A major weakness of the institutional s t ructur ing of 
irrigation is reflected in the persistent and large gaps 
between irrigation potential and utilization. The reason for 
such a gap is the poor maintenance of field channels . The 
administrative and managerial inefficiency are important 
reasons for malfunctioning and under-util ization of 
irrigation. Only the supply or availability aspects of 
irrigation have been taken and the conditions of 
production and economic and social differentiation among 
users have not been given due attention. 
The Government of Bihar executed a programme for 
the development of the command area of the Kosi Project. 
The programme includes construction of watercourses and 
field channels , periodic desilting of the canals , execution 
of drainage works, land-levelling including reclamation of 
waste land, supplementing canal irrigation by exploiting 
ground water and consolidation of agricultural holdings. It 
was envisaged in the project report tha t government would 
construct watercourses down to 5 cusecs capacity, and 
that it would be left to the beneficiaries to const ruct the 
watercourses of smaller capacity and the necessary field 
channels . When it was found that the beneficiaries were 
reluctant to take up the work, government decided to 
construct watercourse down to Icusec capacity. 
Accordingly, watercourses down to Icusec capacity have 
been constructed at government cost. Unfortunately, the 
beneficiaries have not been showing much enthus iasm, 
even in digging field channels . During the drought relief 
operations, funds were provided for construct ion of field 
channels and a beginning has been made. However, 
completion of the work and future maintenance of the field 
channels will have to be left to the beneficiaries. 
As the river brought down huge quanti t ies of silt and 
sand, the canals got choked quickly. It has been found 
necessary to close down the canals every three years for a 
few months in the summer to remove the silt and sand. 
About 3.68 lakh acres of the gross command area remain 
waterlogged. In order to tackle this problem, a drainage 
scheme has been executed. It has been found tha t the 
landholders who have purchased tractors generally use 
them for ploughing, haulage, etc. and not for land-
levelling. The agrarian s t ructure of the Kosi area is to be 
blamed for the tardy progress in land-leveling as well. The 
programme for the exploitation of ground water has 
registered better progress. The innovation of the bamboo 
tube-well, as low-cost device for the exploitation of ground 
water, has led to a breakthrough in the exploitation of 
ground water resources . 
The state government took up the consolidation of 
agricultural holdings in the district. Due to consolidation 
of holdings, sharecroppers were ejected by the landowners 
due to variety of reasons . When holdings are scattered, 
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even a resident landowner finds it difficult to cultivate 
personally all the bits and pieces of land consti tuting his 
holding. Therefore, he is obliged to lease out some 
portions of his holding to sharecroppers. After 
consolidation, the landowner has found it both feasible 
and profitable to cultivate personally the entire area. He, 
therefore, tried his best to oust the sharecroppers. 
Besides, the relationship of sharecropping tenancy 
subsisted in respect of a specific piece of land easily 
identifiable in the field. Once consolidation was 
implemented, the identity of the particular piece of land 
that the sharecropper had been cultivating lost, and so, 
the land-owner found it easier to evict him from the land. 
The area development programme has so far been 
conceived of in isolation from the much-needed 
insti tutional reforms. As already pointed out, the benefits 
of the Kosi Project have been shared unequally and the 
completion of the project has even resulted in worsening 
of the position of the weaker sections of the society like 
sharecroppers . The area development programme, 
particularly the completion of consolidation of holdings in 
the manner in which it was attempted, spelt disaster for 
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the sharecropping tenants and further widened the 
disparit ies in wealth and income. 
The Kosi area had always been noted for its 
inegalitarian social s t ructure and extreme inequality in 
the ownership of land. The completion of the project has 
directly led to a widening of the disparities in wealth and 
income. The agrarian s t ructure prevailing in the Kosi Area 
has not only been responsible for the perpetuation of 
social and economic in-justice, but has also proved to be a 
deterrent to the fuller utilization of the irrigation 
potential . The area development programme launched by 
the state government completely ignored the pressing need 
for inst i tut ional changes. 
Social ecology studies the reciprocal relations 
between ecological infrastructure i.e. soil, water, forest, 
etc. and economy, social s t ructure , polity and culture. The 
task of ecology is the study of the relations between 
organisms and their environments. This study aims to give 
a focussed perspective on the interactions of nature and 
some aspects of social s t ructure . It has primarily been 
concerned with the relations of production within the 
agrarian s t ructure and also with the relations between 
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different groups in conjunction with social relations 
around the use and abuse of nature . This study tries to 
indicate how the ecological factors interdigitate with social 
ones and is aimed to examine to what extent an ecological 
analysis is possible in dealing with the complex agrarian 
relations of production. 
The term 'ecology' seems to have almost as many 
meanings as there are ecologists. Ecology is a science tha t 
s tudies the interdependent, mutually reactive and inter-
connected relations between the organism and the 
environment on the one hand and among the organisms 
on the other hand. The concept of ecology was originally 
formulated in 1869 by the German zoologist, Erns t 
Haeckel, to emphasize the relationship of living things. 
However, it was first adopted by Barker and Wright as 
early as in 1954 to unders tand the role of environmental 
factors on human development. This concept acquired 
great importance during the 1980s. Ecological s tudies are 
often limited to the study of the direct effect of 
environment on the material culture of people with simple 
technologies. But, ecology is more than a study of man 's 
material adaptat ion to his physical environment. In 
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botany, plant ecology is not only the study of plants in 
relation to soils and climate, but of p lants in relation to 
plants and other living organisms in a part icular 
environment. Social ecology is likewise concerned not only 
with the direct response to environment where technology 
is unsophist icated, but also with the distr ibution and 
composition of groups necessary for the exploitation of 
na tura l resources, the indirect relationships which spring 
from these groupings, and the general conceptualization of 
the cosmos associated with specific habi ta t s . Sociologists 
implicitly work within a model of society as divided into 
four bands: the economy, the polity, social s t ruc ture and 
culture. The economy incorporates, in the Marxian sense, 
the forces and relations of production or quest ions 
relating to the production, distribution and allocation of 
goods and services. The polity refers to the relations of 
power and authority between different social groups and 
to the insti tutions which regulate power relations. Social 
s t ructure means those social a r rangements tha t are 
critical to the reproduction of social un i t s - for example, 
family and kinship, caste and community. Finally, culture 
embodies characterist ics forms of collective self expression 
ideas and ideologies which influence social life. However, 
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this four-fold division is an analytical device used by 
sociologists. An ecological perspective adds a fifth basic 
category to the scheme - the ecological infrastructure of 
human society - tha t is, soil, water flora, fauna, climate, 
etc. The ecological infrastructure conditions the evolution 
and direction of human economic life, political relations, 
social s t ructure and ideology. The task of social ecology is 
the study of the reciprocal relations between ecological 
infrastructure on the one hand and social s t ructure , 
polity, economy and cul ture . The present study of 
Bathipur is a modest at tempt in examining the reciprocal 
relationships between social ecology and social s t ructure . 
A conflict of inter-relations between mankind and 
environment arose from the very s tar t of social history due 
to the duality of human na tu re . On the one hand, man is 
inseparable from na ture , having common biological basis 
with the entire animal kingdom. On the other hand as 
distinctive from animals, he does not exist passively in 
nature but actively influences it, adapting it to his needs 
with the use of ins t ruments of labour. Thus, man 
influences nature in the process of production of his 
means of living, not alone but joining hands with other 
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people for common activities. This gives a collective 
character to the process of production and leads to the 
establishment of certain productive relations among 
people tha t manifest not only the mode of getting the 
means of living but also the mode of exchange and 
distribution of the produce. Even natural factors can not 
be taken as a passive element in the said inter-relations. 
From the very beginning, na ture was endowed with an 
ability of self-regulation, a capacity to put up some kind of 
resistance to negative influence on the par t of man. 
Besides, na ture on its part can actively influence social 
development, this influence being the more perceptible -
the weaker becomes the productive forces of a society. So, 
the condition of agriculture depends on the quality of the 
soil, availability of irrigation sources, the climatic 
peculiarities, etc. Agrarian social s t ructure is primarily an 
insti tutional framework of agriculture which includes the 
s t ructural distribution of land holdings; the na ture of land 
ownership; means and motives of production; mechanism 
of agricultural marketing and financing; and the services 
provided. In the study of agrarian social s t ruc ture the 
main concern is with pat terns of inequality and conflict as 
these arise from the ownership, control and use of land. 
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The study of social class in rural India has not received 
the same direct attention that has been given to the 
analysis of caste in Indian society. Agrarian class relations 
have been analysed by Marxists and they do not confine 
their in teres ts to problems of distribution but , on the 
contrary, a t tach primary significance to the na ture of 
relat ions between classes. But, these relations are 
relat ions of conflict. The way in which they are defined, is 
determined generally by a particular conception of the 
inherent contradiction between the techniques of 
production and the relations of production. A discussion 
on social ecology and social classes has examined aspects 
of this dimension. 
Indian agrarian society represents the extremes of 
privilege and deprivation. Caste has been particularly 
important in the social system centering around 
agricul tural production especially the control and use of 
land. The ownership and control of land consti tute the 
immediate sources of economic power. The landowners not 
only have higher incomes than the landless but the 
traditional ties of dominance and dependence enable the 
former to control lives of the latter in a multi tude of ways. 
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The land reform has been designed to bring about some 
uniformity in tenurial conditions at least within each state 
of India bu t the distinction between landowners and the 
landless cont inues to be important. In some par ts of India, 
particularly in the Eastern and Southern regions, share-
cropping is not uncommon even after land reforms and the 
class of landless labourers might sometimes consti tute as 
much as a third of the village population. Bathipur 
projects this picture in an intricate manner. 
Caste and class are two major frameworks for the 
unders tand ing of agrarian social s t ructure . There is small 
class of people who own or control much of the land who 
are mostly Forward castes. There is a numerically 
significant class of landless agricultural labourers who are 
mostly of Scheduled castes. Caste is significant for 
unders tand ing the changing dimension of the agrarian 
s t ruc ture . Bathipur is an agglomeration of various castes . 
The different caste populations have extensive 
geographical overlap. Unlike a typical village, each caste 
does not lead an autonomous existence. The several castes 
are linked to each other through the agricultural 
production relations. The cultivators coexist through 
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intra- and inter caste territoriality in the form of 
ownership of the land. The different castes are more 
dependent on ecological resources and in the organisation 
of their mode of subsistence, overlap with each other in 
their demands for various resources. 
Bathipur represents the extremes of privilege and 
deprivation. Caste is important in the system centering 
round agricultural production, especially the control and 
use of land. In the agrarian economy, the landowners i.e. 
the Grihasts, not only have higher incomes that the 
landless but the traditional ties of dominance and 
dependence enable the former to control the lives of the 
latter in various ways. The land reforms were designed to 
bring about some uniformity in the landholding but the 
distinction continues to be there between landowners and 
the landless. However, there is a sign of growing 
dissociation between caste and land ownership and the 
social differentiation of the local landowning group. The 
social power is largely associated with the landowning 
groups in Bathipur. It has rarely gone to the landless 
people. The cultivating landowners have gained somewhat 
at the expense of the non-cultivating owners. 
19 
The disparity between the landowners and the 
landless has not been reduced in the village even after the 
zamindari abolition. However, the landowners have 
remained economically viable by taking a more direct 
interest in agriculture. There is a shifting trend in land 
ownership from the hands of forward caste groups to the 
backward caste groups. This change is generating conflict 
between the two caste groups. The backward cas tes resent 
the forward cas tes ' retention of power and its connections 
with the local level bureaucracy and politicians. 
The replacement of bata idars by agricultural 
labourers is a consequence of class antagonism on the one 
hand and technological changes (tractorisation) and 
ecological changes (canal irrigation and bamboo tube-
wells) on the other. The use of hired labour is a 
phenomenon that gained momentum in the village 
especially after the introduction of t ractorisat ion and 
canal irrigation. The phenomenal demand for labourers 
and their large-scale employment are an outcome of 
changes in the cropping pat tern induced by assured 
irrigation on the one hand and the feasibility of expanding 
the area of cultivation through tractorisation on the other. 
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It was found in Bathipur that the access to irrigation 
operated in a discriminatory fashion among the users . The 
big land owners were at an advantage. The water 
availability and reliability of its supply were related with 
the economic strength of the household, i.e. the bigger 
land owners often enjoyed a priority in the water supply 
even when they were located at a greater distance from the 
canal. Irrigation use was not merely a technical problem 
but intimately linked with the socio-structural aspects of 
the community of the users . 
The culture of exploitation is determined by the 
dominant class [grihasts). The members of the underclass 
(tenant cultivators, petty cultivators and landless 
labourers), who are subject to exploitation by the 
dominant class, are also, to some extent, being viewed in 
terms of caste as their main const i tuents are drawn from a 
relatively narrow range of castes , comprising Markande, 
Musahar, dalits, and others . Therefore, it can be said tha t 
the class s t ructure of Bathipur has assumed a polarised 
form. This phenomenon may be replicated at least in those 
areas of north Bihar tha t have experienced the same social 
and technological changes. 
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The process of polarisation has been viewed from the 
perspective of the underclass , who are subjected to the 
arbitrary power of the landlords. The Dalits (and groups 
such as Markande, Tatma and Tier, etc.) who earn their 
livelihood from agricultural labour are no better than they 
were before the emergence of new improved ecological 
conditions. This is not only because sharecropping has 
ceased to be a good option but also because real wages are 
not sufficient enough. 
In spite of the presence of traditional relations of 
dominance and dependence, the new production relations 
in the changed ecological conditions in the village are 
oriented towards the cultivation of crops for market using 
new technological inputs and the strict control over labour 
time. It is the economic, coercive and social power of the 
big landholders tha t give them the ability to impose very 
rigorous working conditions on their labourers including 
long working hours , strict surveillance and insufficient 
wages. The superimposition of commercialisation of 
production for the market, upon exploitative social 
relations, tends to lead to a strengthening of these 
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relations on a servile basis, ra ther than heralding a 
transit ion to greater freedom of the workers. 
The landholders use the debt obligations to acquire 
and control the labour. In order to describe a system as 
capitalist, it is important that the labourers employed 
produce surp lus value and which is invested to give rise to 
the accumulat ion of capital. The appropriation of the 
labour power of the underclass by paying subsistence 
wages and subjecting labourers to strict discipline for 
maximising the use of labour time is a kind of capitalist 
exploitation. However, viewed from the perspective of the 
underc lass , the greater their subjection to the arbitrary 
will of their employers because of indebtedness and 
dependency, the more is their incapacity to bargain for 
better terms of work. 
However, some change is taking place in Bathipur. 
There is a sign of the decline of permanent labour. 
Migration of agricul tural labourers and small cultivators is 
increasing on a seasonal basis. The sign of decline in the 
relative position of big landholders and in the control over 
their workers is largely due to migration and labour-
market re lat ionships . 
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This study has described an impact of changing 
ecological conditions on agrarian relations. It is hoped 
that it will be relevant firstly in filling up the gap in the 
l i terature of social ecology and agrarian s t ruc ture . 
Secondly, this study may be useful for those who theorize 
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CHAPTER 1 
1.1 Introduction 
Social Ecology is assuming t remendous significance 
due to variety of reasons including environmental 
degradation. The present study revolves round social 
ecology and its close ties with agrarian s t ruc ture in 
Bathipur. It is mainly based on field study during 
January-Ju ly , 2003 in Bathipur. The village under study 
is located in Katihar district in Bihar (See Map 1.1). The 
village has been selected after careful consideration from 
the Kosi command area. Sociologists and Social 
Anthropologists have evinced their interest in studying 
social ecology in India as early as 1920s. RadhaKamal 
Mukerjee has been one of the pioneers in the study of 
social ecology in India. However, not too many sociologists 
and social anthropologists have evinced their interests in 
studying social ecology in India from 1940s to 1970s. 
Since 1980s Sociologists and Social Anthropologists are 
taking deeper interest in social ecology and its 
relationship with social s t ructure , economy, polity and 
culture. 
Map 1.1 Map of Kursa Block showing Bathipur 
This study has examined the influence of social 
ecology on the agrarian classes in Bathipur. It has focused 
on the changing relations between the members of the 
dominant class {Girhasts) and the subordinate class of 
landless labourers due to the determining influence of 
ecological conditions in the village. The agrarian relations 
in the village since the beginning of the twentieth century 
were influenced by a major transformation in its physical 
environment because of the changing course of the river 
Kosi. The erratic behaviour of Kosi caused uncongenial 
environment for agriculture. There has been an at tempt in 
unraveling the character of the relations of exploitation 
and the conflicts of interest arising from the ownership 
control and use of land and irrigation resources: the 
principal means of production. The relations between the 
landholders and landless labourers are located in a setting 
in which agriculture has an overwhelming commercial 
orientation. Both material resources (such as land, seeds, 
means of irrigation, tractors) and the labour process 
entailing the use of these resources for agricultural 
production were subjected to rigorous control by the 
landholders to maximise profit. The population in the 
village depends primarily on agriculture. The area is 
regarded as one of poverty, backwardness and 
unemployment. This study has attempted to explore 
the class relations by using the concepts of exploitation 
and domination. One class is appropriating the fruits of 
the labour of another class by virtue of possessing 
superior control over the means of production. It seems 
tha t the welfare of the exploiting class depends upon the 
work of the exploited class. 
In this study, the impact of changing ecological 
conditions on agrarian relations has been described. There 
are many aspects of relationships between ecology and 
social s t ruc ture , which give ample scope for further 
research. Matin^ in his study of agrarian s t ructure in 
Purnea district has pointed out the possible relationships 
between social ecology and agrarian s t ructure . However, 
he himself has not examined this dimension. Guha^ has 
also observed about the possibility of relationships 
between social ecology and agrarian s t ructure in general. 
It is evident from their discussions that there is a need for 
studying relat ionships between social ecology and agrarian 
s t ruc ture . I have made an at tempt in describing the 
connection between social ecology and agrarian s t ructure 
in this study. There is need for further researches on the 
following aspects . (1) Social ecology and urban social 
s t ruc ture . (2) The responsibilities of caste and rural 
inst i tut ions in regulating the use of forests, water and 
other common resources. (3) The effects of ecological 
degradation on gender relations. However, these are 
beyond the objectives of the study. The main objective of 
the study is to examine relationships between the social 
ecology and social s t ructure . Besides, what are the ways 
in which ecological factors (especially canal irrigation and 
bamboo tube-wells) and technological factor 
(tractorisation), affect pat terns of cultivation in Bathipur? 
What is the social location, in terms of caste and class, of 
those who initiate the process of commercialisation? What 
are the reasons for the changes in the pa t te rns of 
exploitation: from tenancy to wage labour? 
There is inter-relationship between ecological 
infrastructure (soil, water, forest, etc.) and economy 
(forces and relations of production) as well as social 
s t ructure (eg. caste, community, kinship). This study has 
examined inter-relationship between ecological 
infrastructure and economy as well as social s t ruc ture at 
the village level. It may be noted here that the Kosi is one 
of the most notorious rivers in India for changing its 
course frequently. Despite the abundance of village 
s tudies in India, social anthropologists have paid little 
at tention to the ecological framework of rura l life. 
RadhaKamal Mukerjee first outlined the theoretical 
possibilities of an ecologically oriented sociology. Social 
ecology studies the reciprocal relations between ecological 
infrastructure, i.e. soil, water, forests, etc. and economy, 
social s t ructure , polity and culture. Agrarian social 
s t ruc ture is primarily an institutional framework of 
agriculture, which includes the s tructural distr ibution of 
land holdings; the na ture of land ownership; means and 
motives of production. In the study of agrarian social 
s t ructure the main concern is with pat terns of inequality 
and conflict arising from the ownership, control and use of 
land and irrigation resources. The concepts of social 
ecology and agrarian s t ructure have been discussed in 
detail in chapter 2. 
The task of ecology is the study of the relations 
between organisms and their environments. This study is 
aimed to give a focussed perspective on the interact ions of 
nature and some aspects of social s t ructure . This study 
a t tempts to show the material use of nature and the goods 
and services it provides for human society. It has 
primarily been concerned with the relations of production 
within the agrarian s t ruc ture and also with the relations 
between different groups in conjunction with social 
relations around the use and abuse of na ture . This study 
tried to indicate how the ecological factors interdigitate 
with social ones and is aimed to examine to what extent 
an ecological analysis is possible in dealing with the 
complex agrarian relations of production. 
Present day problems of varied na ture in human life 
are directly or indirectly very much related to ecology and 
their solution needs an ecological knowledge. These days 
ecology has been contributing very much to socio-
economic, political and other similar policies of the world. 
There are interdependencies not only between ecology and 
other areas of plant sciences but also between ecology 
and physical as well as social sciences. Ecology plays an 
important role in human welfare. This is primarily a field 
subject and miodern ecology is concerned with the 
functional interdependencies between living things and 
their environment. Despite the abundance of village 
studies in India, social anthropologists have paid little 
at tent ion to the ecological framework of rural life. Their 
main concern has been with caste, kinship and religion. 
However, earlier generation of anthropologists working on 
tribes had studied the influence of the natura l 
environment on cosmology, ritual and on the local 
economies. 
In the beginning, human beings were shaped by the 
environment, which controlled and shaped its evolution 
and they remained in equilibrium with the environment. 
But in the quest of its development, human beings broke 
this equilibrium and since then they are exerting an ever-
increasing influence on their environment. Due to growing 
urbanization and industrialization, human beings have 
distorted their environment. 
All developmental activities, irrespective of their 
scale of nature and magnitude affect the environment. The 
impact of the developmental activities may have short-
term as well as long-term implications. The short-term 
implications may by negligible as compared to the benefits 
of the developmental programmes but the long-term 
implication may further create new ecological and 
environmental problems, the solutions for which may not 
be easy to find. Some of these implications may be 
summarized in terms of vast areas of deforested lands, 
denudation of slopes, soil erosion and silting of rivers, 
regular occurrence of floods and droughts , 
impoverishment of important flora and fauna, changed 
climate, polluted water unfit to drink and contaminated 
air unfit to breathe. The ecological balance of flora, fauna 
and forests is being drastically disturbed by the rapid 
increase in human population. 
Land degradation is a major problem, which resul ts 
in loss of its intrinsic qualities or a decline in its potential 
utilities and capabilities. Land degradation may be caused 
due to na tura l or human factor or due to the combination 
of both. Soil erosion by rain and river that takes place in 
hilly areas causes land-slides and floods, while cutt ing 
trees for firewood, agricultural implements and timber 
grazing by large number of livestock over and above the 
carrying capacity of grassland, traditional agricultural 
policies. Soil erosion resul ts in huge loss of nu t r i en t s in 
suspension or solution, which are removed from one place 
to another, causing depletion or enrichment of nut r ients . 
The process of agricultural resource development has a 
large and long terms impact on the na tura l component of 
original ecosystem. 
During recent years, the growth of population and 
technological development tend to affect adversely the 
ecology both by utilizing the environmental resources 
beyond the carrying capacity of the na ture and by altering 
the resource use pattern. The land use pat tern of the 
region has been undergoing a process of rapid change and 
transformation. The process of irrational utilization of 
natural resources has depleted and degraded the critical 
environmental components in the ecologically sensitive 
region. 
The ecological conditions and lack of economic 
diversification in the village seem to be the most 
significant factor affecting the material destiny of landless 
labourers, constraining them to depend mostly on 
agriculture for their livelihood and thus , subjecting them 
to the arbitrary will of their employers. The proportion of 
agricultural labourers in the area under study happens to 
be high. There seems to be a sense of overpowering 
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economic insecurity among the labourers . This statem.ent 
also applies to the plight of agricultural labourers in the 
village, 
1.2 Research Design 
Research design is generally meant for setting up the 
research in such a way as to derive systematic and 
logically sound conclusion. Among its various aims, one of 
the important is to decide the data to be collected and the 
manner in which the collected data to be organized. Each 
method has various advantages as well as lim.itations. 
Therefore, multiple methods and theories are required in 
grasping the complexities of social realities. Denzin^ has 
advocated for the use of multiple methods which he calls 
"triangulation". The techniques of "triangulation" have 
been applied in this study. 
Case studies have been used. The method of 
exploring and analyzing the life of a social unit: be it a 
person, a family, an inst i tut ion or a community is known 
as case study method. Expressed somewhat differently, it 
is an approach, which views any social uni t as a whole. 
Data have been supplemented with uns t ruc tured 
interviews and part icipant observation. Observation is an 
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integral part of any scientific inquiry. Every researcher 
does observe the uni t being studied in one way or other. 
Participant observation helps researcher to gather 
sufficient information before starting to investigate 
according to specific problems formulated. While 
employing participant observation technique, a researcher, 
generally, faces two kinds of problems. One is the problem 
of accessibility and acceptability among the people being 
observed. If the researcher is accepted by the people, the 
second problem arises. It relates with the possibility of 
influencing the behaviour of the people by the presence of 
stranger that is researcher. Expressed somewhat 
differently, the people may become conscious in revealing 
information, needed by the researcher. In order to 
surmount these problems, researcher often hides his 
identity and purpose. Fortunately the researcher did not 
face these problems due to being "insider". In course of 
observation, the researcher takes notes of each and every 
aspects of life. This exercise helps in identifying major 
aspects related with ecology and social s t ructure . 
No matter, how objective, the researcher is, one may 
have doubt in the objectivity in the research. First, due to 
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researcher being an "insider". Second, on account of 
possible inherent Hmitations associated with the 
technique of participant observation. Therefore, the 
researcher employed case studies in order to subs tan t ia te 
his observations as well as to make the study verifiable. 
Case study method involves an intensive study of 
small number of si tuations, in which emphasis is on 
unders tanding the subject of investigation as a whole and 
all aspects of cases are investigated. This method is used 
to capture qualitative aspects of social life. It is a way of 
organising social data so as to preserve the uni tary 
character of the social object being studied. The method is 
thought to be useful in probing many facets of social unit . 
In an interview, the interviewer asks quest ions which crop 
up in his mind related with the problems under 
investigation at the time of conducting an interview. This 
method provides good insights to unders tand the subject 
of study. In a nutshell , participant observation, case study 
and interview methods have been used to examine the 
relationship between social ecology and agrarian 
s t ructure . 
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Sociologists and social anthropologists use the 
method with a view of describing qualitative aspects of 
social life which, they thought cannot be captured merely 
by statistical methods. In order to describe the 
characterist ics of whole unit , some cases are selected with 
the assumption that they represent whole uni t . Cases are 
constructed either with the help of life, history documents 
such as personal diaries, letters and autobiographies or by 
making genealogical char ts . Sharing experience with the 
individuals being studied conducting personal interviews 
and using folk-songs, ballads are other techniques which 
are used for portraying qualitative characterist ics of the 
unit being studied.'* 
While being fruitful in capturing the qualities of 
social unit , case study method is often blamed to be "a 
kind of intuitive approach, without adequate sampling 
design or checks on bias or distortions resulting from 
personal views of social reality".^It is also said that neither 
few cases can be the basis of generalization nor they can 
represent whole unit. Without going in detail to defend the 
case study method, it would be suffice to say that neither 
any method can ideally be perfect nor it can be totally un-
14 
methodological. Sophistication and refinements of 
methods are continuos process. 
P.V. Young6 has defined case study as "case study is 
a method of exploring and analyzing the life of a social 
unit , be that uni t a person, a family, inst i tut ion, culture 
group, or even an entire community. Its aim is to 
determine the factors that account for the complex 
behaviour pat terns of the uni t and the relat ionships of the 
unit to its surrounding milieu. Case data may be gathered 
on the entire life cycle or on a definite section of the cycle 
of a uni t but always with a view of ascertaining the 
natura l history of the social unit and its environment" 
Inductive methodology has been used in this study. 
This study is qualitative and descriptive in nature . 
Descriptive studies aim at portraying the character is t ics of 
a particular si tuation or group or individual (with or 
without specific initial hypotheses about the na ture of 
these studies). An exploratory study would always be 
descriptive while descriptive study may not necessarily be 
exploratory. The inductive research strategy s ta r t s with 
the collection of data and then proceeds to derive 
generalizations using so-called inductive logic. The aim is 
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to determine the nature of the regularities, or networks of 
regularities, in social life. Once these are established, they 
can be used to explain the occurrence of specific events by 
locating them within the pat tern of established 
regularities. This strategy is useful for answering 'what' 
questions but rather limited in its capacity to answer 'why' 
questons.'^ In the inductive research strategy, explanation 
is achieved by locating a particular pat tern within a 
known and more general pat tern or network of 
relationships. The inductive strategy has been described 
as consisting of three principles: accumulation, induction, 
and instance confirmation. General laws are produced by 
applying inductive logic to the carefully accumulated 
observations and experimental resul ts . Inductive logic is 
used to produce generalizations about the pa t te rns or 
regularities that exist in the data obtained. 
The inductive strategy has been characterized as 
consisting of four main stages: 
1. All facts are observed and recorded without 
selection or guesses as to their relative 
importance. 
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2. These facts are analyzed, compared and 
classified, without using hypotheses. 
3. From this analysis, generalizations are 
inductively drawn as to relations between the 
facts. 
4. These generalizations are subjected to further 
testing.8 
This strategy is used for descriptive objectives to 
answer 'what' questions, i.e., to describe phenomena and 
establish regularities which need to be explained. This 
study seeks to present an account of some phenomenon, 
the pat terns of relationships between ecology and agrarian 
relations. 
1.3 Problems Faced during the Field Study 
Before describing the problems, which the researcher 
faced during the fieldwork, it is necessary to state that the 
village was selected for the study because of its being in 
the Kosi command area of the district. The river Kosi is 
near to this village and this village is well exposed to the 
typical ecological conditions of the area. It was thought to 
be essential for unders tanding the relationship between 
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social ecology and agrarian social s t ructure particularly 
the agrarian relations of production at micro level as well 
as for filling up the gap in the li terature of Indian 
sociology. The researcher was well acquainted with the 
village. Keeping in mind the problems, which a researcher 
often faces in a new place, it was preferred to study this 
village. 
Despite being "insider" and having close connections 
with many of the people, the researcher faced the problem 
of not getting exact information related with economic 
aspects. Due to the high rate of illiteracy, the researcher 
faced difficulties in getting the information regarding the 
changing ecological conditions in the village. Many times 
the researcher had to explain the meaning of 'ecology' to 
the informants. Most of the informants, especially of higher 
income group, seemed reluctant in telling their annual 
income. Some of them directly told not to ask such 
questions. In these cases, the researcher took the 
informants into confidence. This helped to a very great 
extent. 
The major operational problem that confronted the 
researcher at the time of the fieldwork was to evolve a 
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strategy to describe how various classes of landholders 
conducted their agricultural operations. This required the 
researcher to observe the agricultural operations and take 
interviews (unstructured) with those involved in them. To 
inquire about the ecological conditions especially before 
and after the introduction of canal irrigation and its 
application to the process of cultivation, the techniques 
used, the organisation of time, the s ta tus of the actual 
producers as tenants or labourers and the kind of power 
exercised over them was not an easy task for the 
researcher. Constructing a picture of the agrarian relations 
of production under the changing ecological conditions was 
not a simple task since this required an intense participant 
observation. The researcher has blended participant 
observation with case studies and supplemented interview 
in order to form an idea of the various classes and the 
relations between them and the ecological conditions 
influencing these relations of production. This study may 
be useful first, in filling up the gap in the literature of 
Indian Sociology which has hitherto paid little attention to 
the study of reciprocal relations between social ecology and 
social s t ructure. Second, this study may be useful for those 
who theorize about social ecology and agrarian s tructure. 
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CHAPTER 2 
2.1 Conceptual Framework 
The present study revolves round 'social ecology' and 
'agrarian s t ruc ture ' in Bathipur in the Kosi Command 
area. Therefore, these two concepts and the perspective 
relevant for the present study have been elaborated in this 
chapter. The term 'ecology' seems to have almost as many 
meanings as there are ecologists. Ecology is one of the 
three major divisions of biology, the other two being 
morphology and physiology. The emphasis in morphology 
is on how organisms are made? In physiology, how they 
function? And in ecology, how they live? Ecology is a very 
simple term, a science tha t studies the interdependent, 
mutually reactive and inter-connected relationships 
between the organism and the environment on the one 
hand and among the organisms on the other hand. 
The concept of ecology was originally formulated in 
1869 by the German Zoologist Ernst Haeckel, to 
emphasize the relat ionship of living things. However, in 
this century, it was first adapted by Barker and Wright as 
early as in 1954 to under s t and the role of environmental 
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factors on human development. In the field of social 
sciences, it was adapted by geographers, economists, 
sociologists, anthropologists and demographers. On 
realizing the importance of environmental variations, 
problems created by them and their impact on human 
settlement, quality of life, developmental problems, 
changes in fertility, mortality and morbidity, this concept 
acquired great importance during the 1980s. 
2.1.1 Social Ecology 
Social ecology emphasizes that the ecological crisis 
has its origins in social relations - in the way in which 
human beings have been organized into various economic 
and political inst i tut ions over the course of history. In this 
account, the very idea of dominating the na tura l world 
initially emerged with the social domination of human by 
human, that is, into hierarchies and exploitative classes. 
As the anthropological and historical records show, such 
domination - according to age, then gender, ethnicity, and 
race, as well as distinct economic classes - preceded and 
gave rise to the idea of dominating the biosphere. Social 
ecology adds tha t the mastery of some human social 
groups by others in early societies made it possible for 
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people even to conceive of mastering the natura l world in 
the interests of social and finally class elites. 
Social ecology is therefore opposed to all forms of 
hierarchy and domination, as well as to class exploitation 
and oppression. Even as we struggle to save the 
biosphere, it argues, we must strive to eliminate 
domination, be it in mat ters of race gender, sexual 
identity, and class exploitation. But today the most 
immediate cause of the ecological crisis is the set of social 
relations known as capitalism. And the nat ion-state is 
essential to the system, constituting the appara tus by 
which capitalist societies maintain social control through 
a monopoly of the use of force and at the same time 
mollify social unease to a tolerable level by providing 
certain minimal social services. 
Some ecological outlooks blame human beings 
generically for the ecological crisis, as if the species itself 
was tainted with some irreversible defect. By contrast , 
social ecology, as an expressly ecological humanism, sees 
h u m a n beings as the most differentiated and complex life-
forms on the planet, without which neither consciousness 
nor freedom would exist. Potentially, at least, human 
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beings are the only possible source of an ethics of this 
planet, especially an ethics that calls for the preservation 
of the biosphere. 
A social ecology first of all is ecology. There are 
strong communitarian implications in the very term 
ecology. Literally, it means the logos, the reflection on or 
study of the oikos, or household. Ecology, t hus , calls upon 
us to begin to think of the entire planet as a kind of 
community of which we are members. It tells u s tha t all of 
our policies and problems are in same "domestic" ones. 
While a social ecology sometimes loses its bearings as it 
focuses on specific social concerns, when it is consistent 
it always si tuates those concerns within the context of the 
earth household, whatever else it may study within that 
community. The dialectical approach of a social ecology 
requires social ecologists to consider the ecological 
dimensions of all "social" phenomena. There are no "non-
ecological" social phenomena to consider apar t from the 
ecological ones. 
In some ways, the term "social" in "social ecology" is 
the more problematical one. There is a seeming paradox in 
the use of the term "social" for what is actually a strongly 
communitarian tradition. Traditionally, the "social" realm 
has been counterposed to the "communal" one, as in 
Tonnies ' famous distinction between society and 
community, Gesellschaft and Gemenschaft. Yet this 
apparent self-contradiction may be a path to a deeper 
t ru th . A social ecology is a project of reclaiming the 
communitar ian dimensions of the social, and it is 
therefore, appropriate that it seeks to recover the-
communal linguistic heritage of the very term itself. 
"Social" is derived from "socius" or "companion". A 
"society" is, thus , a relationship between companions - in 
a sense it is itself a household within the ear th household. 
The lineage of social ecology is often thought to 
originate in the mutualist ic, communitarian ideas of the 
anarchis t geographer Kropotkin. One can certainly not 
deny that despite Kropotkin's positivistic tendencies and 
his problematical conception of nature , he has an 
important relationship to social ecology. His ideas 
concerning mutual aid, political and economic 
decentralization, human-scaled production, 
communitar ian value, and the history of democracy have 
all made important contributions to the tradition. 
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However, it is rooted much more deeply in the thought of 
another great anarchist thinker, the French geographer, 
Ehsee Reclus. He has developed a far-ranging "social 
geography" that laid foundations of a social ecology, as it 
explored the history of the interaction between human 
society and the natural world, start ing with the emergence 
of homo sapiens and extending to Reclus' own era of 
urbanization, technological development, political and 
economic globalization, and embryonic international 
corporation. 
Reclus envisioned humani ty achieving a free, 
communitarian society in harmony with the na tura l world. 
His extensive historical studies trace the long record of 
experiments in cooperation, direct democracy and human 
freedom, from the ancient Greek polls, through Icelandic 
democracy, medieval free cities and independent Swiss 
cantons, to modern movements for social transformation 
and human emancipation. At the same time, he depicts 
the rise and development of the modern centralized state, 
concentrated capital and author i tar ian ideologies. His 
sweeping historical account includes an extensive critique 
of both capitalism and author i tar ian socialism from an 
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egalitarian and ant i -authori tar ian perspective, and an 
analysis of the destructive ecological effects of modern 
technology and industry allied with the power of capital 
and the state. 
Many of the themes in Reclus' work, were developed 
further by the Scottish botanist and social thinker, Patrick 
Geddes, who described his work as "biosophy", the 
philosophy of the biosphere. Geddes focuses on the need 
to create decentralized communities in harmony with 
surrounding cultural and ecological regions and proposes 
the development of new technologies (neo-technics) that 
would foster humane , ecologically balanced communit ies. 
He envisions an organically developing cooperative society, 
based on the practice of mutual aid at the most basic 
social levels and spreading throughout society as these 
small communities voluntarily federate into larger 
associations. Geddes orients his work around the concepts 
of "Place, Work, and Folk", envisioning a process of 
incorporating the particularit ies of the na tura l regions, 
humane , skillful and creative modes of production and 
organically developing cooperative society, based on the 
practice of mutual aid at the most basic social levels and 
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spreading throughout society as these small communities 
voluntarily federate into larger associations. Geddes calls 
his approach a "sociography", or synthesis of sociological 
and geographical s tudies. He applies this approach in his 
idea of the detailed regional survey as a means of 
achieving community planning that is rooted in natura l 
and cul tural realities and grows out of them organically. 
He, t hus , makes an important contribution to developing 
the empirical and bio-regional side of the social ecological 
tradition. 
Many of Geddes' insights were later integrated into 
the expansive vision of society, na ture and technology of 
his s tudent , the American historian and social theorist 
Lewis Mumford, who is one of the most pivotal figures in 
the development of the social ecological tradition. 
Ramchandra Guha is certainly right when he s tates that 
"the range and r ichness of Mumford's thought mark him 
as the pioneer American social ecologists. 
Most of the fundamental concepts at tached to the 
term "social ecology" were borrowed from Mumford's much 
earlier ecological regionalism. The philosophical basis for 
Mumford's social analysis is what he calls an "organic" 
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view of reality a holistic and developmental approach he 
explicitly identifies as an "ecological" one. In accord with 
this outlook, he sees the evolution of human society as a 
continuat ion of a cosmic process of organic growth, 
emergence, and development. Yet he also sees human 
history as the scene of a counter-movement within society 
and na ture , a growing process of mechanization. 
Much like Reclus, before him, Mumford depicts 
history as a great struggle between freedom and 
oppression. In Mumford's interpretation of this drama, we 
find on one side, the forces of mechanization, power, 
domination, and division, and on the other hand, the 
impulse toward organism, creativity, love, and unification. 
The tragedy of history is the increasing ascendancy of 
mechanism, and the progressive destruction of our organic 
ties to nature and to one another. The dominant moment 
of history, he says, has been "one long retreat from the 
vitalities and creativities of a self-sustaining environment 
and a st imulating and balanced communal life. Mumford 
describes the first decisive step in this process is the 
creation in the ancient world of the Megamachine, in the 
form of regimented, mechanized massing of h u m a n labor-
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power under hierarchical control to build the pyramids as 
an expression of despotic power. While the Megamachine 
in this primal barbaric form has persisted and evolved 
over history, it reemerges in the modern world in a much-
more complex, technological manifestation, with vastly 
increased power, diverse political, economic and cul tural 
expressions, and apparent imperviousness to human 
control or even comprehension. Mumford sees the resul ts 
of this historical movement as the emergence of a new 
totalitarian order founded on technological domination, 
economic rationality and profit, and fueled by a cul ture of 
obsessive consumption. The results are a loss of authent ic 
selfhood, the dissolution of organic community, and a 
disordered, destructive relationship to the na tura l world. 
Mumford's vision of the process of reversing these 
historical tendencies is a social ecological one. Following 
Geddes and prefiguring bioregionalism, Mumford believes 
that the local community must be rooted in the na tura l 
and cultural realities of the region. Regionalism is not 
only an ecological concept, but also a political and 
cultural one, and is the crucial link between the most 
part icular and local dimensions and the most universal 
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and global ones. "The rebuilding of regional cul tures" 
Mumford says, "will give depth and maturi ty to the world 
culture that has likewise long been in the process of 
formation". Mumford contends that an epochal process of 
personal and social transformation is necessary if the 
course of history is to be redirected towards a humane , 
ecological, life-affirming future. In this background, my 
village study of Bathipur may be looked upon as a village 
in the Mithila region of Bihar. Today, in India, ecology has 
become a major subject of study and found a conspicuous 
place in development planning on an interdisciplinary 
basis . 
Ecology is the science of the mutual relat ionship of 
organisms to their environment, hence, ecological region. 
Human cultural environment s t resses the mutua l 
relationship of 'people and place' (as defined by 
geographers), of 'people and people' (as defined by 
sociologists). Without any qualification, the term 
environment is botanical in concept".i 
"The word Ecology may be used as interchangeable 
with geographic environment and consequently ecological 
studies are often limited to the study of the direct effect of 
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environment on the material culture of the people with 
simple technologies. Social ecology is likewise concerned 
not only with direct response to environment where 
technology is unsophisticated, but also with the 
distribution and composition of groups necessary for the 
exploitation of natural resources, the indirect 
relationships which spring from these groupings and 
general conceptualization of the cosmios associated with 
the specific habitats".2 
"Ecology is a study of the morphology of collective 
life in both its static and its dynamic aspects".3 Hawley 
has further elaborated and said that it is a study of the 
form and the development of the community in human 
population. However, from the ecological point of view, he 
went on to say that life is not an individual but an 
aggregate phenomenon. 
"Human ecology deals with the spatial aspects of the 
symbiotic relations of human beings and human 
institutions"."^ 
Ecological studies are extended to include modern 
urban studies, which are concerned with social 
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relationships of people in relation to the cons t ra in ts and 
the permissiveness of urban habi ta ts , and in relation to 
the environment or industry, its location, the limits it sets 
to domestic and local relationships and the different types 
of social links associated with various types of industr ial 
technological processes.^ 
India is one country, where least importance is given 
to ecological considerations for the developments of 
agriculture, industry, urbanization, utilization of land for 
habitation and building of inst i tut ions. Consciousness of 
social ecology is not a concern for many. There is no policy 
to use land judiciously without affecting the ecosystem. 
Wherever barren land exists, which can be used 
economically and without destroying the ecosystem for 
habitation, promoting growth centres and towns, we crowd 
in and live around the limited fertile soil on river banks , 
canals and even on forest land, which should have been 
used for producing more agricultural goods because 
availability of water is limited for expanding irrigation 
facility. For instance, more than half of the forests have 
been destroyed in Idukki and in the Wayanad distr icts for 
human habitation instead of raising more cash crops for 
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improving the living s tandard. Rapid growth of population 
and increase in density constitute a major threat to the 
ecosystem in both developed and developing countries. 
When the population increases and the availability of 
habitable land become limited, people s tar t encroaching 
upon forestland and start destroying it for their 
habitat ion. This process of deforestation has seriously 
affected the balance between human beings, flora and 
fauna in relation to the land. As a result of massive 
clearance of forests, which protected the ecosystem and 
provided normal rainfall, today the climate in Kerala has 
undergone drastic changes by way of reduction in rainfall 
and increase in temperature. The resul tant consequences 
of human ecology are environmental degradation or 
deterioration. Its t remendous impact is well mianifested on 
the life support system including air, water, land and 
energy.^ 
A conflict of interrelations between mankind and 
environment arose from the very start of social history due 
to the duality of human nature . On the one hand, man is 
inseparable from na ture , having common biological basis 
with the entire animal and vegetable kingdom. On the 
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other hand, as distinctive from animals, he does not exist 
passively in na tu re ,bu t actively influences it, adapting it 
to his needs with the use of ins t ruments of labour. Thus, 
man influences na ture in the process of production of his 
means of living, not alone but joining hands with other 
people for common activities. This gives a collective 
character to the process of production and leads to the 
establ ishment of certain productive relations among 
people that manifest not only the mode of getting the 
means of living but also the mode of exchange and 
distribution of the produce. 
The ecological problem is a multi-factorial 
phenomenon. It is not only the result of relations between 
na ture and public production but also the result of 
influence of different circumstances of a ' super-s t ruc tura l ' 
character such as politics, culture and a number of other 
factors with a degree of dialectical inter-relations between 
these factors changing due to precise na tura l and 
historical conditions. 
First of all, even natural factors could not be taken 
as a passive element in the said interrelations. From the 
very beginning, na ture was endowed with an ability of self-
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regulation, a capacity to put up some kind of res is tance to 
negative influence on the part of man. Besides, na tu re on 
its own part can actively influence social development, 
this influence being more perceptible - the weaker 
becomes the productive forces of a society. So, the 
condition of agriculture depends on the quality of the soil, 
availability of irrigation sources, the climatic peculiari t ies, 
the condition of industry, and partly on the lack or 
availability of particular mineral resources. Sometimes the 
influence of nature or of geographical conditions may be 
extremely negative.'^ 
From the view point of human ecology, populat ion is 
a set of individuals in an interdependent system of 
activities (functions). From the human ecological point of 
view, "Population and organization (system) enter into the 
definitions of one another".^ 
Human-ecological orientation is primarily concerned 
with the production, distribution and consumpt ion of 
goods and services, the na ture of the interdependence 
among these activities, the population involved in them, 
the technology used and the relationship of all these to 
the environment. Simple functions of the kind tha t 
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individuals can carry out are usually joined with other 
functions to more complex functions carried out by 
complex (higher-order) uni t s , each requiring the services 
of two or more individuals. Complex un i t s emerge when 
demand arises for outputs tha t can not be produced by 
simpler uni ts acting separately. Two broad classes of 
complex uni ts are recognized in human ecology: corporate 
and categoric uni t s . An assemblage of simple un i t s that 
are functionally differentiated and symbiotically integrated 
consti tute an organic-like or corporate uni t . The family-
household and the village are among the simplest 
corporate un i t s . The label categoric uni t is applied when 
the underlying interdependence is based on similarities of 
consti tuent uni ts , guilds, clubs, and professional 
associations are examples.^ 
Since the 1980s, public awareness of environmental 
issues has become widespread throughout the western 
world. In the mainstream public debate, the relationship 
between nature and society seems fairly simple. Two 
autonomous spheres exist and it seems quite simple to 
investigate the relationship between them. Most 
discussions concern on the one hand, the detrimental 
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effects of human activity upon na ture and on the other, 
the social consequences of certain environmental changes. 
There is an old, quite stable tendency in the history 
of society tha t can be empirically considered "ecological". 
Suffice it to mention farm production with its systems of 
irrigation and increasing the soil fertility, crop rotation, 
improvement of varieties of p lants and breeds of animals . 
Man's allowance for and utilization of, ecological laws 
arose far back in antiquity. Prehistoric man already had 
empirical knowledge of ecological requirements in the 
quest for food and shelter. But he used ecological pa t te rns 
without having either a clear concept of them as such or 
of the remote consequences of his interference with 
na tura l processes. The interaction of man and na ture 
cannot be anything else than a relation of opposites with 
mutual unity and struggle. The man-na ture relation 
because it is a relation of opposites, is a constant , 
irremovable factor in their interaction. In that sense, man 
and na ture are incommensurate in relation to each other. 
Engels spoke of the necessity for such a development of 
society which would lead to 'the reconciliation of mankind 
with na ture and with itself. 1° Marx advanced the thesis 
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tha t 'the na ture which develops in human history is man 's 
real nature' .^i Marx held that na ture 'taken abstractly for 
itself, na tu re fixed in isolation from man is nothing for 
man' . 12 jt does not imply egoism of man towards na ture . 
'Making na ture human ' , its 'humanizing' is not simply a 
need of social production. It is also the only possible mode 
of man 's relation to the world around him; he can regard 
and perceive na ture only through human eyes and h u m a n 
feelings. All ideals of relations with na ture and all ideals 
of na tu re herself arising in minds and theoretical 
const ructs are measured by human yardsticks, i^  
Nehru built the dams (which he called the 'Modern 
Temples') and the fertilizer factories. It has been pointed 
out that in promoting larger dams, a number of myths 
have been perpetuat ing about their advantages over-
looking the realities, which contract them. One of the 
myths is tha t the dams bring about a sharp rise in food 
production. The reality says that dams in most cases bring 
about a change in cropping pat tern. The next is that dams 
lower the cost of food production. In reality, one of the 
resul ts of this process is the penetration of fertilizer 
plants in large numbers and of the consequent chemical 
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input based agriculture. The myth of cheaper food 
production is shattered by the reality tha t this type of 
agriculture increases the cost of food production. Another 
myth is that dams are necessary medium to generate 
electricity for the rural community and its farmers. The 
reality is that most of the electricity generated by large 
dams is diverted to existing or newly built industr ia l uni ts 
and u rban centers. 
To justify the dams, it has been argued tha t these 
are necessary to protect the environment, for exam.ple, by 
checking floods. Again, the reality is tha t large dam 
projects result in massive deforestation in the catchment 
area which leads to soil erosion and setting of silts in the 
reservoir. The construction of reservoir and canal system 
dis turb it not destroy the water table or water sources, 
lead to serious water logging or salinity, or both.^'* 
The history of the rise and development of civilization 
is linked with the environment and its transformation 
under the impact of man 's activity with objects. In 
primitive time, man's practical activity with objects was 
insignificant compared with his biological consumptive 
activity. Only materials and ins t ruments of labour given 
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by na ture were involved in the material process. But 
through satisfaction of his elementary biological needs, 
primitive man widened his exchange with the environment 
which ultimately led to the rise of ecological 
contradict ions. 
In mediaeval times the mythological, philosophical 
approach to analysis of the relations between man and 
na ture inherent in antiquity began to be replaced by a 
religio-philosophical doctrine; between man and na ture , 
there appeared the 'Bible'. According to Judaic-Chris t ian 
doctrine, God, having created the first man, made it 
impossible for ' things and creatures ' to have any other 
purpose than service to man and his aims. An ecological 
interpretation is sometimes given in modern conditions to 
Biblical texts; the Biblical call to multiply and replenish 
the ear th is treated by some writers as permission for 
unrestr icted growth of population and a direct source and 
precursor of ecological contradictions. 
In pre-Marxian philosophy, the interpretation of the 
subject/object relation had a number of contradictions: on 
the one hand, it developed the antique approach based on 
the idea of the unity of man and nature together with the 
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idea of counterpoising them; on the other hand, the 
concept of the unity of man and nature was fixed in the 
context both of materiaUst and idealist philosophy. And 
while the French materialists, say, when analyzing the 
relationship between man and the environment, based 
themselves on anthropological and ontological notions 
that got their logical completion in the anthropological 
principle (Feuerbach), the spokesman of German classical 
philosophy treated na ture as a kind of rational synthesis 
(Kant) or a from of expression of the 'universal divine idea' 
(Hegel) uniting man and nature . 
In the Marxian conception of the relation between 
society and na ture , which rises above Hegel's 'historical 
realism', the basic category is labour which mediates, 
regulates and controls the exchange of matter between 
man and the physical environment. During production 
man is in a reciprocal relation with na ture , because he 
acts on, and relies on the assis tance of its forces. 
Some Western theoreticians when analyzing the 
contribution of the founders of Marxism-Leninism to the 
theory of socio-ecological research find a certain identity 
in dialectical and ecological conceptions of the relations 
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between man and na ture . But the Marxian conception of 
the relation of society and nature has not only revealed 
the sources of the crisis character of the present-day 
ecological situation and outlined the real ways of 
overcoming it, but has also substant iated the fundamental 
character of the ecological problem, linking its solution 
with realization of the idea of civilization's socio-economic 
and scientific and technical development. ^^  My village 
study of Bathipur may be viewed in this context. 
Man's Intervention in Natural Ecological Balance: 
Construction of Aswan High Dam in U.A.R. 
An important example of disruption of na tu re by man 
is of Aswan Dam in U.A.R. The entire economy of U.A.R. is 
tied to the ecology of river Nile. The river enters from the 
south carrying water, silt and nu t r ien ts from the 
Ethiopian high lands over 1500 miles. The Nile valley is 
the centre of agriculture and population in the Sahara 
desert, where population is largely dependent on 
agricultural production. The annual flooding was primarily 
beneficial as it restored soil, water supply and flushed 
salts from lower layer and kept the Nile valley one of the 
43 
most fertile land areas on ear th in spite of cont inuous 
cultivation over thousands of years. 
The Nile was dammed at several points. Aswan High 
Dam is the fourth in the series and created Nassar lake. 
No doubt, it added about a million acres to agricultural 
land but Aswan dam, which was intended to become a 
living monument to man's ignorance of ecological effects of 
massive environmental intervention. The major 
consequences as given by Southwick^^ in 1976 are: 
i. There is no silt deposition during flood periods: 
all the silts go to lake, resulting in increased 
requirement of artificial fertilizers. Crop yields 
are coming down. 
ii. The floodwater now does not flush the soil in 
delta and there is water logging. 
iii. The silt free water below the dam flows faster 
and tends to reacquire normal silt load leading 
to erosion. 
iv. The expansion of canal irrigation resulting in 
water logging has increased incidence of several 
diseases, e.g. malaria and schistosomiasis. 
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Evolution of a society has been subject of discussion 
of almost all social sciences right from the time of Morgan. 
Unfortunately these discussions have remained locked in 
the theoretical books on Anthropology. The new trend of 
theoretical discussions enters into the realism of Ecology 
in order to examine its role in changing the direction, 
gauging the speed and making the differences in social 
evolution through newer perspectives. 
Man increases his knowledge of the biological 
environment on which his survival depends. His cultural 
accomplishments are cumulative. In each generation, he 
progresses towards a more secure system of supply. Man 
started dominating the organic community to which he 
sought adaptation. The extent of his role can be very well 
demonstrated by an incident in Africa. Contemporary 
hunter-gatherers in Africa were suddenly excluded from 
the forests where they had lived from prehistoric times 
because those forests were declared as Wild Life Research. 
This required radical adjustments in both plant and 
animal distribution to develop a new balance in the 
environment free of man. Man's power of altering the 
environment can be quite drastic, but this power does not 
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cause any critical disequilibrium in the organic world till 
he takes to domestication of plant and animal. 
Further , the role of favourable ecology including 
large t rac ts of fertile alluvial soil and navigable rivers are 
important . The Nile, Euphrates , Tigris and the Indus each 
recorded the rapid growth of culture on their banks , 
whereas the bank of Danube in Europe remained studded 
with strong tribal villages with chiefdoms until the metal 
users from farther east, took them over. The reasons for 
this , has to be sought in the fact that metal use r s were 
already invading Danubian tract through the Agean coasts 
when the Neolithic villages had started settling in Austrian 
Region. Yugoslavia and Hungary did see the rise of a 
strong agricultural society, but the impact of the arrival of 
powerfully organized pastoral groups from Ukarania was 
considerably felt by them. As a result of these complex 
interactions the subsequent developments in these regions 
could not be profession based. 
Man has always tried to get the maximum out of his 
environment. With the onset of surplus economy, man had 
consciously or unconsciously tried to enter into the 'power 
proxy' system. The power made him make the majority 
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work and put their surplus at his disposal. This newly 
developed power concept being limitless in extent could 
always put t remendous stress on the dynamic equilibrium 
of the environment. Primarily because of th is need to 
susta in power that man has long surpassed the potential 
of his basic resources. 
Ecological role in explaining human culture has been 
pointed out by environmentalists from as early as the 19^^ 
century. Their views, however, did not have a smooth go 
for a long time unti l pre-historians started emphasizing 
the role of ecology on more substantial ground. 
Jul ian H. Steward, an anthropologist from Illinois, 
developed his ecological concept for explaining cultures of 
hunt ing bands, i'^  The concept was further to demonstrate 
relationship of settlement pat terns and ecology of the 
western Pueblo.is Finally, in his famous work entitled 
"Theory of Culture Change"^^, Steward tried to develop the 
methodology for 'determining regularities of form, function 
and process which recur cross culturally among societies 
found in different cultural areas ' . As against the unilinear 
evolutionists, who postulated that all human societies 
passed through similar developmental stages, Steward 
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proposed a multil inear evolution as the basic assumption. 
Alfred kroeber, Lewis Morgan and Leslie White had earlier 
conceived of cul ture as a 'layered cake', technology being 
the bottom layer, social organisation in the middle and 
ideology forming the top layer. Steward added environment 
to the cake and also demonstrated how culture changed in 
the process of adaptat ion of the environment. Steward 
called the environment relevant to human culture as 
Cultural Ecology and further added that this phenomenon 
led to similar adaptat ion in other cultures with similar 
environment. The main thesis of Steward was tha t cultural 
ecological adapta t ions constituted a creative process and 
this , he used both as a research problem and also as a 
method of interpretat ion. 
Human geographers have been studying population 
variation and ecological adaptability from as early as 
189120 but their studies were not used for the analysis of 
culture analysis unti l the first half of 19*^ century. 
Population as a part of social environment has been 
examined by some anthropologists during recent years 
(AngePi, Kroeber22, BirdselPs and Polgar24). Pekri 
A.Hassan's25 work is accepted as one of the most 
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rewarding studies on population factors as par t of cultural 
ecology. These studies successfully demonstrate how 
ecology and culture determine population size, its growth, 
or for that matter its density. 
Bhattacharya26 says that studies in agriculture 
basically refer to man-to-soil relationship which directly 
influences man-to-man relationship. Ecology has a 
significant role in the feasibility of intensification of 
agriculture and hence in the creation of a surplus . 
Increase of social complexity has an indirect relationship 
with ecology. Three primary variables, viz., population 
growth, intensification of subsistence and increase of 
social complexity are inter-related and have been changing 
each other in a triangular relationship ever since man 
adopted settled economy. Ecology is the circle, which 
encompasses the triangle with its three points lying on the 
circumstances. Technological s ta tus of the community is 
the radius of the circle. Any change in the population 
density will require changes in agricultural intensification 
and social complexity to keep the triangle an equilateral 
one. In other words, any change in these factors 
eventually requires a change in the culturally defined 
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ecological boundary which may be made possible only by 
changing technology to intensify control over a larger 
aspect of the environment. In case the community is 
incapable of doing so, migration occurs, and hence, 
another circle takes birth within a different ecology. 
Netting27 summarizes available information on 
agricultural communities with a view to forming a cul tural 
ecology of agriculture. He calls his summary the Agrarian 
Ecology. His work demonstrates that the adoption of any 
given type of agriculture may not entirely be explained as 
a mere stage in evolution. It may as well be a conscious 
choice of a community depending on its social and 
ecological variables. The concept 'social ecology' described 
above has been of tremendous help in viewing it my study 
of Bathipur. 
2.1.2Agrarian Social Structure 
Another concept in my study is 'agrarian social 
s t ructure ' which need elaboration. It is primarily an 
insti tutional frame-work of agriculture which includes the 
s t ructural distribution of land holdings; the na ture of land 
ownership; means and motives of production; mechanism 
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of agricultural marketing and financing; and the services 
provided. Variation in any of these const i tuent elements 
causes variation in this institutional framework. 
Studies have considered the ownership of land 
holding so as to explain the changes in agrarian s t ruc ture . 
Moreover this aspect has been of much economic and 
social significance in rural communities. In Indian social 
system, it is not only the economic aspect but also the 
basis of social stratification, power s t ruc ture , family 
organization and belief systems. 
In the study of agrarian social s t ruc ture , the main 
concern is with pat terns of inequality and conflict as these 
arise from the ownership, control and use of land. 
Although most of the sociologists have sought to 
unders tand rural India in the frame of reference provided 
by caste, it is equally important to examine the same 
reality in terms of the ownership, control and use of land. 
The field of agrarian relations has been neglected by 
sociology and social anthropology in the recent phase of 
the development of these disciplines in India. It is not that 
there were no at tempts by sociologists and social 
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anthropologists to study problems in this field in the past . 
But the research by scholars like RadhaKamal Mukherji28 
and Ramkrishna Mukherji^^ in the period before 
independence failed to generate a sustained interest in the 
subject. 
There is highly differentiated na ture of village 
communities in India. This differentiation has so far been 
viewed, at least by anthropologists, largely in terms of 
caste but there are other ways of viewing it. Very often the 
Indian village is clearly differentiated in terms of the 
ownership, control and use of land so that in addition to 
peasant proprietors, subsist ing mainly by family labour, 
there are other social classes both above and below. 
The problems centering round the management of 
land are of two kinds; those dealing with technological 
arrangements and those dealing with social ar rangements . 
It is on this basis that the traditional concerns of 
anthropology with material culture on the one hand and 
social organisation on the other can be usefully combined 
in studies dealing with the utilization, control and 
ownership of land.^o 
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The ecological setting of Indian agriculture is highly 
variable. There are areas of heavy rainfall and areas with 
hardly any rainfall. There are irrigated and unirrigated 
areas . Again, there are flat deltaic areas and areas of 
undulat ing topography. The different regions show 
different pa t te rns of diurnal and seasonal variation in 
humidity, temperature and sunlight. All these factors have 
a direct bearing on the kinds of crops tha t can be 
cultivated and the technology employed in their 
cultivation. There are obvious differences in both 
ecological conditions and technological arrangements 
between areas of wheat cultivation in north India and wet 
paddy cultivation in east and south India. To take one 
example, the important hydrological problems in the 
former are generally those of irrigation whereas in the 
latter there are often problems of both irrigation and 
drainage. There are other differences also between these 
areas: in population density, degrees of social inequality 
and rates of economic growth. 
In a complex society such as India's, there are 
different modes of productive organization. The social 
organization of production reflects a part icular pat tern of 
53 
work and a part icular pat tern of property rights. Broadly 
speaking, three main pat terns of productive organization 
are found to exist. The first is based on family labour, the 
second on hired labour and the third on tenancy conceived 
in a broad sense. 
Where production is organized on the basis of family 
labour not all members of the family do the same kind of 
work. Within the family, the sex-based division of labour 
may be quite different from one region to another and for 
different crops in the same region. The manner in which 
members of a family divide their tasks when they work on 
their own land may be different from what they do when 
they work as share croppers or someone else's land. 
Tenancy and share cropping introduce relations 
between at least two different families, those of the 
landowner and of the tenant or sharecropper. The two sets 
of people are linked together by rights, duties and 
obligations which show a wide range of variation. 
Similarly, the relations between landowners and wage 
labourers may vary considerably. 
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A consideration of the different modes of productive 
organization leads to an important aspect of social 
stratification. For talking about production based on 
family labour, wage labour and tenancy, we are talking 
also about landlords, owner-cultivators, t enants , share 
croppers and agricultural labourers. These categories and 
their mutua l relations constitute the heart of what may be 
described as the agrarian hierarchy. And this agrarian 
hierarchy is one of the most crucial features of India's 
rural social system. 
The two major frameworks in use for the 
unders tanding of rural society in India relate to caste on 
the one hand and to class on the other. Caste has been 
the major preoccupation of social anthropologists and 
sociologists and class has been object of at tention of 
agricultural economists. But caste and class represent 
different kinds of facts and that the concept of social 
stratification cannot be meaningfully applied to either. 
European sociologists often distinguish between classes 
and s t ra ta and some of them tend to define social class 
and social stratification in mutually exclusive terms. 
Thus, Dahrendorf observes: V^  . - " ^v, . 
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"Class is always a category for purposes 
of the analysis of the dynamics of social 
conflict and its structural roots, and as 
such it has to be separated strictly from 
stratum as a category for purposes of 
describing hierarchical systems at a 
given point of times".^^ 
Louis Dumont, who has made great contr ibution to 
the unders tanding of caste has questioned its usefulness 
as a form of social stratification. He says 
'If like many contemporary sociologists, we 
were content with a label borrowed from our 
own societies, if we confined ourselves to 
considering the caste system as an extreme form 
of "social stratification", we could indeed record 
some interesting observations, but we would by 
definition have excluded all possibility of 
enriching our fundamental conceptions..."^^ 
Ossowski's contribution to the subject 
has shown convincingly that more than one 
scheme may legitimately be used (and was in 
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fact used by Marx) for the unders tanding of 
class.33 For the rest, it can be said tha t caste 
and class in rural India share certain 
important properties in common and tha t can 
be meaningfully studied within a single 
framework. 
The agrarian societies of south Asia are generally 
marked by great inequalities of wealth, power and s ta tus . 
Some authors have attr ibuted such inequalities to the 
poverty of these nations. This social inequality has both a 
material and an ideological aspect. These two aspects 
reinforce each other to a considerable extent, al though the 
social value placed on inequality is not determined by its 
material basis at every point or in every detail. 
The most important material basis of inequality in 
these societies is the distribution of land. Myrdal has 
observed "Particularly in the South Asian rural setting, 
inequality is in fact mainly a question of land ownership -
with which are associated leisure, enjoyment of s ta tus , 
and authority. Income differences are considered less 
significant".3'* 
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Even for India it is not possible to give authent ic 
figures for the ownership and distribution of land and for 
the other South Asian counties, the picture is even less 
clear. But certain facts are beyond question: there is small 
class of people who own or control much of the land; there 
is a numerically significant class of landless agricultural 
labourers; and tenancy relations of a bewildering variety 
are widely practised even if discouraged by the law.^s 
The hierarchical idiom plays an important par t in all 
agrarian societies where considerations of s t a tus reach 
into virtually every sphere of life. The relations between 
'lord' and 'peasant ' are governed by certain fundamental 
orientations in which social inequality is accepted as one 
of the givens of the h u m a n conditions and not infrequently 
as something valued and desirable. Even agrarian 
societies have differed greatly in the extent to which they 
have legitimized social hierarchies and developed 
ideologies of inequality. Indian societies went further in 
this regard than perhaps any other society. 
The study of social class in rural India has not 
received the same direct at tention that has been given to 
the analysis of caste in Indian society. There has hardly 
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been any at tempt to develop a systematic theory of class 
in response to the large body of available empirical 
material describing the relations centering round the 
ownership of land. 
In sociological sense, classes are the uni ts in a 
system of relationships. As Daniel Thorner rightly 
observed, 'In order to describe the relations among 
classes, we mus t agree on the nature of classes. Or, more 
correctly in order to describe the nature of the classes, we 
must set forth the relationships obtaining among them. 
The agrarian s t ructure is, after all, not an external 
framework within which various classes function, but 
rather it is the sum total of the ways in which each group 
operates in relation to the other groups'.36 
In other words, the study of class has to deal with 
two sets of problems which are problems of distribution 
and of interrelation; or, in Ossowski's terminology, one 
has to dist inguish between 'composition' and 'structure'.37 
Agrarian class relations have also been analysed by 
Marxists and they do not confine their interests to 
problems of distribution but, on the contrary, a t tach 
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primary significance to the na ture of relations between 
classes. But for the majority of the Marxist writers, these 
relations are not objects of investigation: they are given by 
definition, as relations of conflict. The way in which they 
are defined is determined generally by a part icular 
conception of the inherent contradiction between the 
techniques of production and the relations of production. 
Karl Marx viewed society as a process, characterized 
by perpetual conflict. Though his notion of social 
s t ructure is devoid of organic overtones, nevertheless, he 
viewed it as a 'complex whole' of interrelated and 
interdependent social inst i tut ions. The relations of 
production and means of production const i tute "the 
economic structure" or "mode of production" is the real 
basis (infrastructure) on which is erected "super-
structure" or (combination of law, polity, religion art, etc.). 
Any kind of change in infrastructure brings the change in 
super-s t ructure . 
Marx emphasized on processural and historical 
analysis of social s t ructure . He argued tha t economic 
s t ructure is sustained over a period of time un less it is 
shaken either by emerging means of production or by 
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inherent contradiction. Both of these forces help the class 
of "have-nots" to come out of "false consciousness" and 
star t struggle for overthrowing existing economic 
s t ructure . For Marx, the struggle (class struggle) is 
perpetual phenomenon unless contradictions are removed. 
It is the main source of bringing about change in society.^s 
Marx's reflections on Indian society are based on 
secondary sources of information. He thought in terms of 
Occidental and Oriental dichotomy as he distinguished 
between "Feudalism" and "Asiatic mode of production". In 
feudal Europe, for him, there were classes, class conflict 
and thus , radical changes. While in Asiatic mode of 
production, these phenomena did not exist. For, there was 
no private property and so no indigenous mechanism of 
social change. So these countries were dependent on the 
exogenous sources of change. 
Marx argued tha t India had a long past but no 
history, because he found the dynamic force of clash of 
interest absent in Hindu society. The Asiatic mode of 
production was seen by him embodied in age-old tiny 
village set t lements, built around the self sustaining unity 
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of agriculture and craft manufacture that comprised the 
caste system.39 
According to Marx, the inflexible and isolated village 
community and ritually legitimized "occupational 
s t ructure" made Indian social s t ructure rigid. In such a 
"social s tructure", traditions and supersti t ions restrained 
h u m a n mind and human labour became stagnated and 
undignified. Thus, for Marx, village community and caste 
system were the decisive impediments to Indian progress 
and power. 
In agrarian social s t ructure, who owns how much 
land and what use , he makes of it to control or provide for 
others are important questions for those who live by 
agriculture. This question becomes central in a society 
where land is highly concentrated among some and in 
short supply among others. Most people are aware that 
wealth, power and privilege are associated with land-
ownership. Further, landowners and the landless often 
have different interests . The system of groups and 
categories centering round the ownership and use of land 
is nei ther simple nor uniform throughout the country. 
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Thorner has suggested a threefold division of the 
agricultural population into malik (proprietor), kisan 
(working peasant) and mazdur (labourer).^^ 
Historically, the concept of class has been closely 
associated with the institution of property, although it has 
been defined independently of property, in terms of 
conflict.'^1 Defining class in terms of the ownership, 
control and use of property helps u s to identify some of 
the important features of those societies in which land is a 
fundamental basis of social cleavage. To develop an 
adequate unders tanding of agrarian relations in India, we 
must first come to terms with the complexities as they 
exist in particular social fields. For no general theory of 
social classes can as yet tell exactly what to expect within 
a given historical and institutional setting. 
Indian agrarian society represents the extremes of 
privilege and deprivation. Caste has been particularly 
important in the social system centering round 
agricultural production especially the control and use of 
land."^2 Because of its highly structured character , 
changes in the caste system are often easier to identify 
than in other hierarchical systems. The dissolution of 
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caste provides crucial evidence regarding the na tu re and 
direction of change. 
The objective basis of the traditional hierarchy lay in 
the unequal distribution of a number of factors, the most 
important among these being property and income. In 
agrarian societies, in general, the ownership and control 
of land constitute the immediate sources of economic 
power. In a traditional rural economy, the landowners not 
only have higher incomes than the landless bu t the 
traditional ties of dominance and dependence enable the 
former to control lives of the latter in a mult i tude of ways. 
Within India itself, there was enormous diversity in the 
extent of concentration of land and in the relations 
between landowners on the one hand and t enan t s and 
agricultural labourers on the other. The land reform has 
been designed to bring about some uniformity in tenurial 
conditions at least within each state of India but the 
distinction between landowners and the landless 
continues to be important everywhere. 
In some parts of India, particularly in the eastern 
and southern regions, sharecropping is not uncommon 
even after land reforms and the class of landless labourers 
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might sometimes constitute as much as a third of the 
village population. Thorner had the following observations 
to make after the abolition of feudal estates: 'At the top 
are the bhumihars, below them the sirdars, and still 
further down the asamis. At the bottom of the heap, 
remain the mass of sharecroppers and landless 
labourers.'"^^ 
Beteille is of the view that in large par t s of India, the 
landowner continues to be known as malik or manib. 
These words denote 'owner' or* 'master ' and by tradition, 
the maUk has mastery not only over the land but also over 
the men who work on it. The relations of tenants , 
sharecroppers and agricultural labourers to their malik 
continue to be governed in many areas by the traditional 
marks of deference. One important feature of the 
traditional hierarchy based oA land ownership was the 
inverse relationship of the latter with the performance of 
labour, in part icular manual labour. Large landowners 
could afford to abstain from manual labour. Inequalities 
in the distribution of land are closely related to 
inequalities of income. In addition to inequalities of wealth 
and s ta tus , the rural social system is also characterized 
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by inequalities in power and authority. By and large the 
sharecroppers and agricultural labourers continue to be at 
the bottom of the power hierarchy. 
Inequalities of property, income privilege and power 
may be cumulative or dispersed. The characteristic feature 
of agrarian societies is tha t these elements tend to be 
cumulative in them, creating thereby a powerful 
ideological basis for the recognition of social inequality as 
part of the na tura l order. In a system of cumulative 
inequalities, privilege, property and power are combined in 
the same individuals and the socially underprivileged are 
also economically and politically deprived. In societies of 
the other kind-which have dispersed ra ther than 
cumulative inequalities - the boundaries between s t ra ta 
are less sharp and social mobility is more frequent and 
widespread. However, there is some evidence of the decline 
of social inequality both as a pat tern of organization and 
as a system of values al though the evidence is not equally 
clear everywhere.'*'* 
In the nineteenth century and earlier, there was very 
little buying and selling of land in the Indian village. Title 
to land was acquired either by a family or a group of 
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families clearing an area for cultivation and settling on it, 
or by royal grants made usually to members of the upper 
castes and their families. In this way, it tended to remain 
frozen within the dominant caste in the village. Members 
of other cas tes were not easily able to acquire these rights 
since land was rarely on the market and inheritance was 
virtually the only mode of acquiring it. 
The economic changes introduced by British rule 
brought land into the markef^^ although transfers of land 
did not take place on large scale everywhere. In those 
areas where land transfers were frequent, the social 
composition of the village landowners changed a great deal 
within a few decades. 
The growing dissociation between caste and land 
ownership and the social differentiation of the local land 
owning group can be best i l lustrated by considering the 
case of Tanjore district in South India."^^ jn this district, 
there were many villages, locally described as agraharams, 
which were dominated by communities of land owing 
Brahmins. These communities lived in a separate par t of 
the village, enjoyed the privileges of both caste and land 
ownership and consti tuted the traditional village elite. 
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Since the s tar t of the century, many Brahmins had left the 
village and sold their land, sometimes to their former non-
Brahmin tenants . The agraharams have become depleted 
and the present landowners, including non-Brahmins as 
well as Brahmins are in many ways less cohesive and less 
exclusive than those of the past. Beteille has shown 
similar change in many areas where the local landowners 
belonged to particular non-cultivating castes such as 
Brahmins and kayasths.47 
Even when lend transfers did take place, the social 
composition of the land owning groups was not 
significantly altered. Thus, marked changes in the actual 
association between caste and land ownership at the 
village level remained confined to particular areas . But 
with the introduction of adult franchise and of village 
councils, land ownership and traditional s t a tus have 
ceased to be the only bases of power in the village. With 
the changes in the political system, a t t i tudes have also 
been changing. But power has rarely gone to the landless 
people. What has happened is that the cultivating 
landowners have gained somewhat at the expense of the 
non-cultivating owners. 
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Large land estates were a characterist ic feature of 
the zamindari areas, particularly U.P., Bihar and Bengal. 
The zamindari system was in many ways a creation of 
British rule. During its regime of roughly a hundred and 
fifty years, the zamindari system created an elaborate 
hierarchy of rights in the land and corresponding 
hierarchy of social groups.'^s There were not only big and 
small zamindars but different degrees of sub-infeudation. 
The hierarchy of zamindars was based on a complex set of 
social and historical factors and it did not always 
correspond to the caste hierarchy although the big 
zamindars, particularly in east U.P., Bihar and east 
Bengal, tended to be predominantly upper caste. Given the 
extremes of inequality involved in landlord- tenant 
relations, much emphasis was placed on land reforms in 
India almost immediately after the independence. The first 
phase of land reform was concerned with the abolition of 
the zamindari system. The main objective of this was to 
eliminate ' intermediary' interests and to bring 'cult ivators ' 
into direct relationship with the state. But the zamindari 
abolition did not and could not create a socially 
homogeneous class of cultivators nor did it do away with 
sharecropping and other forms of tenancy. 
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However, the land reforms did bring some changes by 
creating a less hierarchical agrarian s t ruc ture . The 
zamindars, who had occupied a position of unchallenged 
supremacy in the economic, political and cul tural life of 
rural India, remained no longer in tha t position. The 
change in s ta tus from zamindar to 'capitalist farmer' was 
forced by legal and economic circumstances with massive 
reduction in the size of estates, the only way in which 
some landowners could remain economically viable was by 
taking a more direct interest in agriculture. 
The relationship between landowner and agricultural 
labourers will remain an important one throughout the 
country for many years to come. Given the high pressure 
of population on the land and its low rate of transfer to 
industry, there is little likelihood of any radial change in 
the social and economic situation of agricultural labourers 
in most par ts of the country. The land reforms hardly 
touched them and their chances of developing an effective 
organization for collective bargaining also appear to be 
slender. However, Beteille suggests two important 
conditions under which the economic and social position 
of agricultural labourers may be improved. The first, is 
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through an increase in the demand for labour outside of 
agriculture as happened in Ludhiana and other district in 
the Punjab. The second is by means of a powerful 
organization of agricultural labourers with the support of 
a political party as happened in Tanjore district. 
It is argued that in India, the older system of 
inequalities based on caste is being replaced by a class 
system not only in cities but also in rural areas . Even 
though the social hierarchy has become more amorphous 
as a consequence of the developmental measures , it is still 
possible to identify both its top and its bottom. 
The agrarian system evolved during the British 
regime in India was based either on the zamindari or the 
Ryotwari type of land settlements; the mahalwari system 
was another variety of land system but it closely 
resembled the zamindari pat tern of settlement, and the 
difference was mainly in the mode of revenue assessment 
on the land. All the three systems generated more or less a 
similar agrarian class s t ructure in the villages. The 
zamindari system had the zamindars, t enan t s and 
agricultural labourers as the main agrarian classes . The 
ryotwari system consisted of two types of peasan t s : the 
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ri/of-landlord and the ryot-peasants'*^. The agrarian class 
structure everywhere in India had a feudal character; the 
zamindars were tax gatherers and non-cultivating owners 
of land, the tenants were the real cultivators often without 
security of land tenure and the agricultural labourers in 
most parts of the country had the status of bonds-men 
and hereditary attached labourers. With the support of the 
British colonial power, this highly exploitative system 
continued to persist despite frequent peasant unrests and 
movements. 
Most formulations of class are either 'interactional' 
or 'attributional' or mixed ones. The interactional 
formulations in most cases have a Marxist theoretical 
frame. Daniel Thorner uses the term 'malik', 'money-
lender', and 'mazdur' for the chief agrarian classes^o. 
'Bourgeoisie', 'capitalist-type landowners', 'rich peasants', 
'landless or land-poor peasantry' and 'agricultural 
labourers' are the class categories mentioned by 
KotovskySi in his analysis of agrarian classes in India. 
Gadgil mentions two important classes in the countryside, 
'the substantial landlord' and 'trade-money-lender', who 
according to him, dominate over the rural economic 
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system and exploit the cultivators52. An important feature 
of all these class categories is their emphasis on the 
processes of class interaction, dependence- independence 
and conflict. 
The attributional class categories used for the 
analysis of agrarian classes in India are of two types; first, 
those that use households or holdings as un i t s for 
classification, and secondly, those where regions, s ta tes or 
size of holdings, etc. are bases for classification. Most 
classifications used from the census records are of this 
type (S.C. Gupta53, K. Ghoshs^, S.M. Shahss, and 
U.Mehta^s). Another from is found in the measurement of 
'construction ratios ' of holdings for various regions to 
demonstrate inequalities in the distr ibution of land 
holdings. The concentration ratio ranges from zero to one; 
it is zero when all holdings are equally distr ibuted in size 
and it is one when all holdings are concentrated into one 
hand only. 
The significant t rends of agrarian class s t ruc ture in 
India following the ' interactional ' methods are: (1) that 
there is a wide gap between land-reform ideology and 
actual measures introduced for land reforms. 
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Consequently, socialist transformation in the class 
s t ructure of the villages has not taken place; (2) this lag 
could partly be explained by the class character of the 
Indian political and administrative elites, who are 
res is tant to the needed radical reforms; (3) the existing 
land-reforms have initiated a process by which the 
security of tenure and economic prosperity of the rich 
peasantry has increased but condition of the small 
peasants both in respect of economic level and tenurial 
stability has deteriorated; (4) the feudalistic and 
customary types of tenancy have declined and it ha s been 
replaced by a capitalistic form of lease-labour or wage 
labour agrarian system; (5) a new class of rich middle-
s t ra tum of peasantry has come into being and not all of 
them are from among the ex-zamindars; (6) the class 
inequalities between the top and the bottom levels of the 
classes have increased ra ther than decreased; (7) the 
benefits of land-reforms have so far not gone as much to 
the agricultural workers or even as to ex-zamindars as to 
the emergent middle peasantry; (8) as a resul t of these 
contradictions in the agrarian class s t ruc ture , the 
tensions in the rura l social system have increased; and (9) 
the sociological process dominant in the current class 
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t ransformations in the villages involves 
'embourgeoisiement' of some and 'proletarianization' of 
many social strata^^. 
The process of class mobility and transformation 
following the agrarian reforms and other measures has 
been described by sociologists. The rise of middle-class 
peasantry into new landlords in parts of the country is 
described as 'embourgeoisiement' of these social s t rata . 
K.L.Sharma studying six villages in Rajasthan from the 
view point of changes in social stratification has found 
tha t in some villages, not only the agricultural labourers 
but quite a few of the ex-landlords have slided down in 
c lass -s ta tus , almost to the extent of what he calls the 
state of 'proletarianization'. As opposed to this , the neo 
rich peasantry has replaced the older landlords emerging 
as the new rural bourgeoisie's. 
Using a mobility model for analysing the changing 
class position in villages, Beteille observes tha t as 
opposed to the past summation of the class, caste and 
power elements of s ta tuses in the same group, there are 
now signs of these a t t r ibutes being dispersed among 
different groups in a non-cumulative fashion. It is not 
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u n u s u a l for a member from the upper caste to have a 
lower class s t a tus today. The change from 'cumulative' to 
'dispersed' inequalities represents an important element in 
the changing social stratifications^. 
Matin^o has studied the changing agrarian relat ions, 
which is based on historical analysis with specific 
reference to the Gondwara circle and Pranpur in Raj 
Darbhanga in Mithila, Bihar. Gondwara is located in the 
old Purnea district in Bihar. Historical data for the 
Gondwara circle and a village study of Pranpur const i tute 
the main body of his study. For analytical purposes , he 
has divided his study into two phases . Phase I covers the 
period before the Zamindari abolition, i.e. 1950 dealing 
especially with the first half of the twentieth century. The 
emphasis is on the Gondwara circle, one of the 20 circles 
of raj Darbhanga, in Mithila. The sources for this phase 
are archival as well as secondary. Phase 11 covers the 
second half of the twentieth century, especially after the 
Zamindari abolition with greater emphasis on a village 
study in Pranpur . Pranpur was one of the 5244 villages in 
the Gondwara circle under the control of the raj 
Darbhanga. Since the 1970s and 1980s social scient is ts 
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including sociologists and socialb' anthropologist,s!vV have 
articulated their interest in studyin'^'^agr'afian social 
classes and the development of capitalism in Indian 
agriculture. Within this discussion, there has been a high 
degree of disagreement on the question of how to identify 
agrarian classes. Almost all of them agree tha t 
identification of agrarian social classes is a complex task. 
The purpose of Matin's study is three fold. First, to 
examine the problems faced in identifying agrar ian social 
classes. In an examination of changing agrarian relations 
and emerging agrarian classes, the task of identifying 
agrarian classes remains central. The second purpose of 
his study is that it examines the issue involved in the 
efficiency and inefficiency of sharecropping. There is a 
widespread view that sharecropping is an inefficient form 
of contract for cultivation. But, on the contrary, Cheung^i 
has advocated in favour of the efficiency of sharecropping. 
Thirdly, the antagonism between the owners of the means 
of production and non-owners must have been crucial in 
some societies. However, in the case of Mithila, 
bureaucracy in the form of raj amlas ('raj' means a 
principality, a kingdom and 'amla' means agent, retainer 
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of land) has played a crucial role, in mediating the 
conflicts between the raj Darbhanga and raiyat and 
various types of tenants at the time of agrarian crises in 
the first half of the twentieth century. 
Utsa Patnaik defines agrarian social classes mainly 
on the basis of labour exploitation in her E-criterion 
model. The E-Criterion model has been developed basically 
to identify peasant differentiation at an empirical level. 
The debate on peasant differentiation goes back to the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century. This model is 
interesting but has limitations. Patnaik points out that the 
process of peasant differentiation in India is neither 
similar to Russia, as discussed by Lenin, nor similar to 
China, as understood by Mao. The reality is that the 
Indian situation approximates some of the problems of 
Russia and some of the problems of China. This synthesis 
(applicable in India) has been explained at the theoretical 
level of (a) labour-exploitation (prevalent in Russia) and (b) 
rent-exploitation (prevalent in China) at the time of the 
revolutions in each respective country. This E-criterion 
model therefore synthesizes both of the elements 
appropriate to the Indian si tuation. It has been noted that 
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the E-criterion model is not the most accurate one for 
studying class s t a tus . Patnaik62 claims tha t it is a closer 
approximation and is a more accurate single index of class 
s t a tus than any used so far. 
The existing concentration of the means of 
production implies tha t the peasantry is highly 
differentiated economically into more or less distinct 
classes. The size of holding by itself is not sufficient to 
indicate class s t a tus accurately at the empirical level. 
Other factors are also relevant: the size and composition 
of the family, the cropping pattern, the intensity of 
cultivation and the level of technique at which labour is 
combined with the other existing means of production. All 
these would affect and be affected by differences in the 
organization of holding. 
Therefore, size of holding as an index is not 
satisfactory. However, she suggests that while no single 
index can capture class s t a tus with accuracy, the use of 
outside labour relative to the use of family labour, would 
be the most reliable single index for categorizing the 
peasantry63. 
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Explaining why labour exploitation is the most 
reliable single index for categorizing the peasantry, she 
mentions first those who concentrate the means of 
production in their hands , rely on exploiting the labour of 
others while those with little or no means of production 
oblige to work for others with some exceptions. Secondly, 
the intensity of cultivation and level of technique are 
reflected in the total quantum of labour used. 
She observes that this model itself is an approximate 
index of class s ta tus : because neither exploitation in 
product and credit markets , nor the fact of non-
agricultural sources of income is taken into account^^. 
She further observes that the E-criterion is designed 
to bring out the fact that different classes within the 
peasantry necessarily enter into relations with each others 
in the production process, either through direct hiring in 
and hiring out of labour or through the renting-in and 
renting- out of land and the exact position of an individual 
in the system of production relations depends primarily 
upon his initial resources position. 
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The poor peasants and labourers are obliged to work 
for others and the 'others ' who appropriate their labour 
are the rich peasants , capitalists and landlords. 
However, there are some limitations of this model in 
grasping the complexities of agrarian social classes 
especially in the Indian context. Caste and cul tural ethos 
are quite important in any class analysis of Indian 
agrarian studies. Thus, agrarian social classes are not 
only based on labour exploitation. Caste and cultural 
ethos also play a significant role in the formation of social 
classes. 
Matin has shown that Mithila has experienced a 
greater degree of inequality in terms of land ownership 
before the Zamindari abolition. This cont inues even after, 
Zamindari abolition in Bihar. Zamindari abolition and 
subsequent land reforms Acts have not reduced the 
disparity between the ' landowners' and the ' landless' . 
Zamindari abolition did not end inequality in land 
ownership, its na ture changed. Pranpur even shows a 
picture of greater inequality at the village level in the 
1980s than the district and the province. However, there 
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is shifting trend in land ownership evident. This change is 
generating conflict between caste groups. 
Matin has tried to show that the peculiar ecological 
conditions of Purnea might have been the reason for 
unique land tenures , like gutchbandi. Gutch was a tenure 
under which each tenant was at liberty to under take the 
cultivation of land as much as he could cultivate. The 
land, which he, thus , took possession of, came to be 
denominated as gutch. The area under it was called 
gutchbandi and its holder was known as a gutchdar. This 
tenure was prevalent in an area where density of 
population was low. 
It is also clear that high castes were less in number 
than the non-high castes in the district under his study. 
However, the former controlled the larger area of land. 
During the period before Zamindari abolition the 
history of raj Darbhanga clearly shows tha t t remendous 
amount of land was concentrated in high cas tes . It also 
shows tha t within high castes , one family controlled 
substant ia l areas of land. It is also clear tha t land 
ownership in the district was under the control of mainly 
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half a dozen families. This pat tern of land control and 
land ownership inequality has slightly declined after the 
abolition of zamindari. 
Rent was the predominant form of appropriat ion of 
surplus from the real producers. It is also noticed that 
revenue rent ratio was at its peak at the time of 
permanent settlement. It gradually declined by the 1920s 
and 1930s. 
There are eighteen castes in Pranpur . These castes 
have been grouped into three categories of Forward, 
Backward and Scheduled castes for analytical purposes . 
Land groups have been categorized into six. Change is 
noticed in the caste background of the landowners. During 
the period before Zamindari abolition, high castes 
(forward) were predominantly the landowners. But during 
the period following the zamindari abolition, backward 
castes have started replacing them. 
The various case studies reflect the complexities of 
agrarian relations and also suggest the u n u s u a l 
significance of indebtedness of poor and middle peasan ts . 
Most of them inherit debt and are perpetuated by 
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unfavourable circumstances like bad crops or social 
practices like shradh-dov/ry, etc. 
Patnaik's model has greater relevance for the period 
after the zamindari abolition. However, even, during this 
phase, the picture emerging from Pranpur raises doubts 
about the appropriateness of her model in studying the 
peasant differentiation in Mithila. Labour-exploitation (in 
terms of family labour in relation to hired labour) is a 
crucial one in the E-criterion model. But caste background 
undermines this scheme. In Pranpur, this model was 
inadequate in capturing the complex realities of agrarian 
classes. Pranpur undermined the significance of 
exploitation in terms of family labour in relation to hired 
labour exploitation. Forward versus backward castes and 
the intermediary role of the scheduled castes was more 
important in explaining the peasant differentiation process 
than labour exploitation. Family labour in relation to hired 
labour is meaningful only when relations of production 
were determined by merely economic considerations but 
non-economic considerations also determined the 
relations of production. Brahmin middle or poor peasan ts , 
in spite of pressing need for manua l labour, at the time of 
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peak season, avoided engaging into manual labour. On the 
contrary, even rich peasants not belonging to high caste 
did not have inhibitions in engaging in manual labour. 
Ownership of land alone did not shape the agrarian 
social classes. Land control and managerial classes like 
the raj amlas also played an important role. Tenure 
holders consti tuted equally an important component of 
class. However, they were not the owners of land. Thus, 
ownership was not a crucial criterion either in social class 
formation or in vanguarding the class interest . Other than 
this group of agrarian social classes (intermediaries), 
there was another important agrarian social class, which 
consti tuted par t of the raj Darbhanga bureaucracy, locally 
known as raj amlas. Like intermediaries, raj amlas were 
not the owners of land, but they controlled enormous 
amount of power in managing the raj. 
The question of how inequality in land ownership has 
affected the development of capitalism in agriculture 
needs further examination in explaining the fact that in 
spite of infrastructural facilities being available to raj 
Darbhanga in Gondwara Zirat (land held by landlord in 
which no other rights can accrue) center, the raj did not 
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opt for capitalist farming beyond a certain point. It is 
intriguing because the net profit in farming was even more 
than renting. It is evident from the above discussion that 
agrar ian social s t ructure is a highly complex concept. It 
entails a discussion on caste and class. In the light of the 
above discussion, I have used the concept 'agrarian social 
s t ruc tu re ' in Bathipur in terms of caste and class as well 
as exploiter and exploited. This will become apparent from 
chapter 5 on village study. 
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CHAPTER 3 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Review of literature is an essential and preliminary 
step for any kind of research-be it social or scientific. It, 
allows a researcher to build theoretical as well as empirical 
foundations against the backdrop of which the objectives of 
the study find adequate justification. It helps in limiting and 
designing research for the problem under study. It is a 
complete misnomer to assume that after selecting a problem 
one should rush headlong into planning and carrying out 
the strategies for study before making a thorough survey of 
related literature. One must find and relate the area of 
enquiry with that of existing body of knowledge for purpose 
of theorization. Studies are not supposed to be reviewed 
merely in terms of summaries, but have to be critically 
appraised, assessed and evaluated. 
In the light of the above arguments regarding the 
importance and inevitability of review of literature, it can be 
argued that a review of the subject under study is 
indispensable considering the fact that it helps in 
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discerning a theoretical framework as well as in analyzing, 
interpreting the data in the present study. 
Guha says that there has been a growth in public 
consciousness about the forms of environmental 
degradation in India. Both Bhopal gas leak and Chipco 
movement are deeply imprinted in people's consciousness. 
These two are illustrations of the social consequences of 
environmental degradation. Virtually every segment of 
Indian society is faced with significant environmental 
problems. Both the causes and consequences of 
environmental degradation are the research problems well 
within the purview of the social sciences. The intellectual 
climate has been marked by an indifference to human 
interaction with the natural environment. Guha claims that 
the environment debate has rediscovered those Indian 
intellectuals of earlier generation like RadhaKamal 
Mukerjee, whose works focussed on the ecological 
infrastructure of human society, i 
While discussing the elements of Social Ecology, Guha^ 
raises the question that how does an ecological approach 
modify the basic assumptions of the social sciences and 
particularly of sociology? He says that sociologists implicitly 
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work within a model of society as divided into four bands: 
the economy, the poHty, social structure and culture. The 
economy incorporates, in the Marxian sense, the forces and 
relations of production or questions relating to the 
production, distribution and allocation of goods and 
services. The polity refers to the relations of power and 
authority between different social groups and to the 
institutions which regulate power relations the law and 
the state. By social s tructure, Guha means those social 
arrangements that are critical to the reproduction of social 
units, for example, family and kinship, caste and 
community. Finally, culture embodies characteristic forms 
of collective self expression, ideas and ideologies which 
influence social life. 
However, this four-fold division is an analytical device 
used by sociologists. 
An ecological perspective adds a fifth basic category to 
the scheme - the 'ecological infrastructure' of human society 
- that is, soil, water, flora, fauna, climate, etc. It is true 
that, to quote Durkheim, social facts can be adequately 
explained with reference to other social facts alone.3 
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However, Guha says that in many instances, social 
facts can only be properly understood with reference to the 
natural environment within which humans live, survive and 
reproduce. The ecological infrastructure conditions the 
evolution and direction of human economic life, political 
relations, social structure and ideology. 
'Social ecology', then, rests on the awareness of the 
interdependence of the biophysical and socio-cultural 
domains."^ 
Guha gives »five basic categories of social ecology 
labelled from A to E : 
E. Culture (the arts, religion and ideology). 
D. Polity (relations of power, law, the state) 
C. Social structure (family and kinship, caste and 
community. 
B. Economy ( forces and relations of production, 
trade) 
A. Ecological Infrastructure (soil, water, forests, 
etc.). 
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The task of an environmentally oriented sociology or 
social ecology is the study of the reciprocal relations 
between A on the one hand and B, C, D and E on the other. 
BardhanS argued that industrial capitalists, rich 
farmers and the bureaucracy comprise the ruling class in 
India. He used this model to understand how these 
consti tuents influenced state policy through taxes, 
subsidies and investment. However, Bardhan did not show 
any appreciation of the natural resource base of the Indian 
economy. 
Guha is in favour to extend the analysis to examine 
class influences on natural resource use and abuse, how 
rich farmers, industrialists and bureaucrats channelize 
water, forests and other natural resources for their own 
benefit on the cost to the environment and disadvantaged 
social groups. 
Conflicts over natural resources are increasingly 
becoming visible. 
The relationship of culture to environment is of some 
interest to anthropologists. It is necessary to examine the 
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kinds of knowledge local communities had of their natural 
environments. 
Anthropology is the most ecological of the social 
sciences. Anthropologists studying small scale societies 
have exhibited a greater interest in ecological questions. 
They rely on methods of intensive field work amongst 
peasant and tribal cultures who are dependent on a nature . 
They have also studied the ways in which a particular 
society's adaptation to nature influences its internal and 
external social relations. 
Mauss, Steward, Evans-Pritchard, Levi-Strauss, Firth, 
Leach, Barth and Geertz are the seminal figures of 20^^ 
century anthropology. The studies of human-nature 
interactions by these anthropologists testify the vitality of 
ecological traditions in the discipline. At the same time, 
there are two limitations of ecological anthropology.^ 
i. While its strength is studying the stable 
relationships of small scale societies, with a few 
exceptions'^, it has shown little interest in 
historical change; 
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ii. It has studied the human side of the human-
nature relationship, the response of culture to 
nature and has ignored the environmental 
change that follows from human social activity. 
Karl Marx and Max Weber have been largely 
unconcerned with the natural world, with Marxism's belief 
that man is wholly independent of natural conditions.« 
Despite the abundance of village studies in India, 
social anthropologists, have paid little attention to the 
ecological framework of rural life. Their main concern has 
been with caste, kinship and religion. However, earlier 
generation of anthropologists, working on tribes, had 
studied the influence of the natural environment on 
cosmology, ritual and on the local economies. The work^ on 
different hunter-gatherer communities by Roy, Ehrenfels 
and Furer-Haimendorf and the latter's work on shifting 
cultivators in the Deccan^o are good examples. Verrier 
Elwin's monograph on the Baiga^^ is a portrayal of a 
community forced by the British authorities to abandon 
their practice of shifting cultivation. Elwin's^2 work in 
northeast India stressed the importance of forest rights for 
tribal identity and survival. 
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Radhakamal Mukerjee, who may be considered the 
Indian pioneer in soci al ecology, first, outlined the 
theoretical possibilities of an ecologically oriented sociology. 
As Walter Firey^^ has remarked that it was Mukerjee who 
first showed an explicit interest in natural resources as an 
area of sociological enquiry. The influence of Patrick Geddes 
and Lucien Febvre is quite visible in his study of the 
regional basis of social life. '^^  
Mukerjee has emphasized that man and the region are 
not separate but mutually inter-dependent entities, plastic, 
fluent, growing. Man's mastery of his region consists not in 
a one-sided exploitation but in a mutual give and take, 
which alone can keep alive the never-ending cycle of the 
region's life processes. The region also is not a passive 
entity but a living organism, which exhibits the harmonious 
working of different living systems such as the vegetable, 
the animal and the human worlds. Ecology, the science of 
the balance of species, the comprehensive physiology of life 
in all its forms, not only throws light on social origins but 
also gives the clue to an understanding of the regional 
balance of population. 
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While eschewing ecological determinism, he 
illuminated the influence of the 'web of life' on human 
economic, political and social relations.^^ Mukerjee^^ also 
focussed on ecological and socio-economic renewal of the 
Indo-Gangetic Plain, while another study dealt with the 
princely state of Gwalior, whose peasants were plagued by 
soil erosion and declining yields.*"^ 
Mukerjee^s emphasizes that the relationship between 
nature and culture is both interactive and dynamic. 
Humans always try to mould the environment to their own 
ends but always have to work within the limits set by 
nature. He notes that in their economic activities, humans 
exterminate many existing plant and animal species even as 
they introduce new species from outside the region. 
Sometimes they are successful in establishing a new and 
stable balance between society and nature . On other 
occasions, it is itself the cause of ecological decline. 
In accounting the persistence of the Indian caste 
system, some scholars have argued that its basis lies in the 
close connection between caste and class (with upper castes 
controlling land and other productive assets), others have 
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argued that caste has endured because its ideology is widely 
accepted by those at the bottom of the social hierarchy. 
Gadgil and Malhotra^^ in their essay, propose an 
alternate ecological explanation for the stability of the caste 
system. Based on field data from western Maharashtra, they 
showed how different endogamous groups or jatis living in 
the same region had organized their use of natural 
resources to minimize inter-caste competition. Devices of 
resource partition and territorial exclusion ensured that 
individual jatis and often individual families had a monopoly 
over a specific resource in a particular territory. They argue 
that these practices promoted the sustainable use of natural 
resources (what they term 'prudence') thereby facilitating 
the long term persistence of caste. With its reproductive 
isolation and hereditary mode of subsistence, a caste 
population can be considered an analogue of a biological 
species and assigned an ecological niche. 
The area of their fieldwork, the western half of 
Maharashtra is a coastal strip and is a region of good 
rainfall. The society is simple and made up of a few 
sedentary castes of cultivators, pastoralists and hunter-
gatherers. The agriculture, in this region, is productive only 
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in the river valleys. The large tracts of uncultivated land 
away from the valleys supported pastoralism and hunting-
gathering. The availability of uncultivated land and 
favourable nature has favoured the establishment of a 
number of pastoral and non-pastoral nomadic castes in this 
semi-arid tract. For details, reference may be made to 
Gadgil and Malhotra.20 
Indian society is even today an agglomeration of 
numerous castes, tribes and religious communities. Each 
caste tended to pursue a hereditary occupation. This was 
particularly true of the artisan and service castes and the 
pastoral and nomadic castes. The several castes were linked 
to each other through a traditionally determined pattern of 
barter of services and produce.21 Over the periods the 
various castes had exhibited differences in cultural traits 
like skills possessed, food habits, dress, language, religious 
observances. 
The simple society of the high rainfall t racts of the 
Western Ghats is made up of Kumbis and Gavlis castes. 
Gavlis occupation was keeping herds of buffaloes and cattle. 
The Kumbis practised paddy cultivation. The cultivation of 
valleys and lower hill slopes was restricted to Kumbis and 
106 
that of hill terraces to Gavlis; maintenance of livestock and 
use of fodder and grazing resources was largely with Gavlis, 
while Kumbis had the monopoly of hunting wild animals.22 
They documented that castes within Indian society, 
particularly the pastoralists and nomads which directly 
depended on natural plant and animal resources, developed 
specific ways of utilizing these resources and ensured that a 
particular limiting resources in a particular region was 
exclusively utilized by a particular lineage. These cultural 
practices must have evolved in the light of modern 
ecological theories as well as theories of cultural evolution. 
The result of these practices has promoted the 
evolution of cultural traditions of prudent exploitation of the 
natural resources by the caste groups. 
But the advent of British rule disorganized this 
system. These resources rapidly depleted through 
commercial exploitation. This led to an impoverishment of 
the natural resource base. Due to this collapse of the 
resource base, the old system of barter is replaced by money 
economy and it has destroyed the traditional relationships 
amongst the various castes in the Indian society. However, 
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there has not been a collapse of the caste system itself and 
its practices continue to be unchanged throughout rural 
lndia.23 
Joan P. Mencher24 gives a fascinating comparison 
between Kerala and Madras. She is concerned more with the 
influence of the ecological setting on social s t ructure . Her 
essay exemplifies the sensitivity to the ecological context in 
the traditions of anthropology. With a heavy monsoon, 
Kerala is abundant in water. By contrast, the relative 
scarcity of water in Tamil Nadu has meant that agriculture 
has to rely on tank and canal irrigation - requiring a high 
degree of co-operative labour and community organization. 
Where in Kerala, settlements are characteristically 
dispersed Madras is having the consolidated villages with a 
strong sense of unity. Mencher also uses differences in the 
two regions' natural endowments to explore variation in 
authority relations, caste practices and forms of 
transportation. 
Ecology, the study of the relations between organisms 
and their environments has been used as an independent 
variable in the study of aspects of simple or tribal societies. 
To what extent an ecological analysis is possible in dealing 
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with complex civilizations still remains a question, although 
some attempts have been made in this direction.25 
Mencher attempts to explore the reciprocal 
relationship between a limited number of aspects of ecology 
- regional topography, settlement pattern, pat terns of land 
utilization and certain agricultural practices on the one 
hand and some aspects of social structure, such as inter-
and intra-village organization and inter- and intra- caste 
relations on the other, in two neighbouring parts of south 
India, Kerala and Madras. Thus, she tries to specify some of 
the links in the chain of causation between the environment 
and social structure or in other words, to indicate some of 
the ways in which ecological factors interdigitate with social 
ones. 
She has chosen these two areas for comparison 
because they share certain common features and at the 
same time exhibit cultural and structural differences. The 
same technology was known in both areas. Methods for 
constructing tanks and canals were known in Kerala as well 
as in Madras, but tanks were only built as private bathing 
pools in Kerala. Food patterns were similar on both the 
coasts. In both areas, rice was the dietary staple. 
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Linguistically, both areas shared a common language until 
the middle ages. Structurally, both areas have a highly 
complex and clearly articulated caste system, which is 
rigidly and hierarchically stratified. 
Mencher has indicated the effect of ecology in the two 
areas on the caste system, on concepts of ritual purity, on 
patterns of authority relations and on the machinery to deal 
with large scale irrigation projects. She deals with each area 
separately in terms of its own specialised ecology and then 
makes the comparison. 
Kerala is bounded on the west by the Arabian Sea and 
on the east by the high ranges of the Western Ghats covered 
with rich forests. The central region, consisting of the low 
lateritic plateaus and hills, forms the main area of 
traditional village settlement as well as the area for rice 
cultivation. Mencher has tried to show how geographic 
features have influenced the distribution and pattern of 
settlement in Kerala. The dispersed settlement pattern is 
characteristic of Kerala. 
It is the house and not the village is the unit of 
settlement in this region. It is hard to know the edge of one 
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village. There is little geographic logic to consider an area 
part of one village or another. Namboodiri houses were 
known as illam or mana. Every house had a name and the 
individuals of a particular Nayar travad or Namboodiri illam 
were known by that name (The word travad refers to the 
unpartitioned matrilineal family group as well as to the 
family house itself). 
The villages in Kerala were only loosely organized. 
Each family lives on its own estate or that of a landlord and 
has no community of interest in land with its neighbours. 
A functional definition of a Kerala village involves an 
analysis of land use, of patterns of interactions and 
authority, etc. Land was always owned either by an 
individual, an unpartitioned family, or a temple. There was 
no land which belonged to the desam or tara. [Desam was 
the territorial unit of the military system and Tara was the 
true equivalent of the Dravidian village). Roads were non-
existent. Because, there was no collection of land revenues, 
there was no need for a village accountant. In Nayar 
villages, many temples were not open to people of the lower 
castes, though they might have some service to perform at 
the annual temple festival. There is some variation by caste 
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in the degree of compactness or nucleation of settlement. In 
order of their preferences for clustered settlement, the lower 
polluting castes of Parayan and Nayadi come first, then the 
immigrant castes, then the artisan castes and finally, the 
Tiyyar (known also as Izhawa, Tandan) with a very slight 
tendency to cluster. The caste groups preferring dispersed 
settlement also tended to be the landlords. The castes, 
which did not permit family partition, showed a preference 
for dispersal. 
As opposed to Kerala, the Madras village was of the 
nucleated type. The reason behind it was the necessity for 
cooperation in clearing jungle areas and the need to locate 
where water was available for domestic purposes the year 
around. Above all, the nature of the land on this coast was 
such that any type of complex agriculture was possible only 
by the construction of irrigation works. The construction of 
large scale water courses, tanks, etc. presupposes the 
organization of groups of men through the help of at least a 
partially centralized govt. People usually settled in an open 
spot selected by the community, an area of high ground 
called the nattam or gramma-nattam. A common feature of 
most villages on the east coast is such a central site 
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containing the habitations and surrounded first, by 
cultivated lands (usually wet), then dry lands, then waste. 
There were separate quarters (cheri\ for the houses of the 
lowest castes, e.g. the Pariahs. The rainfall is everywhere 
extremely variable. The land which is not cultivated is 
mostly dry or rocky with little jungle coverage. There were 
some villages in which land was owned on a communal 
basis and the right to share was hereditary. In certain of 
these, sometimes referred to as mirasi villages, the product 
is said to have been distributed in shares after deducing the 
shares of the king and the actual cultivators. In others, the 
land itself is reported to have been periodically redistributed 
among the shareholders. During the 19^^ century, the 
British replaced them by the ryotwari system (i.e. that of 
individual ownership of a particular plot of land). 
The degree of communal activity was limited by caste 
roles, but in each village there was always one caste which 
was numerically and economically dominant and it was this 
caste which led the communal activities. Normally the 
village elders belonged to this caste. In spite of the internal 
cleavages, a Tamil village displays a strong sense of unity. 
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As a caste can only be recognized in contrast to other 
castes with which its members are closely involved in a 
network of economic, political and ritual relationships and 
stress is always made on hierarchical and endogamous 
nature of the caste system. So, it is clear that caste system 
emphasizes on occupational differentiation and on ritual 
purity. But in the south, particularly in Madras and Kerala, 
the concept of pollution has greater importance than tha t of 
occupation and methods of maintaining purity have been 
highly structured in south India than elsewhere.26 
It may be said that a particular principle of social 
organization or culture (i.e. ritual purity) achieves maximum 
expression if there is no ecological barriers. The relative 
scarcity of water in Tamil Nadu might be viewed as such an 
ecological barrier. In Kerala, it was never necessary for an 
individual to take water from a high-caste well. Everyone 
had his own well. 
In Kerala, authority ran from individual landlord to 
individual tenants or workers, or at most from one family to 
a group of families. On the other hand, in Madras, it ran 
from a higher caste group to a lower caste group. The Kerala 
village roughly resembles a pyramid with the large landlord 
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family at the apex whereas the Madras village represents a 
ranked series of rectangles, each representing a different 
caste group. 
It is clear that a complex and multifaceted relationship 
exists between aspects of ecology and aspects of social 
structure in both areas of south India. It is not possible to 
understand either system without reference to its place 
within the larger man-nature nexus. It may be said that 
ecological factors have led to the development of a constant 
caste system in somewhat different directions. 
It is clear that in Kerala, owing to ecological factors, 
the settlement pattern was of the dispersed type. A typical 
dwelling unit was placed in its own garden, set off from 
neighbouring houses. Middle and upper class houses had 
their own bathing pool and well, fruit trees, all within the 
compound itself, which also served as the arena for daily 
interaction. The focus of all the poor people's activity was 
the powerful family of their locality, often their landlord. 
Authority ran from the large landlord family to those under 
him. The village organization was loose. Since there was no 
need to construct either large-scale irrigation works or road, 
there was no need for complicated bureaucracy. 
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In Madras, the settlement pattern was of the nucleated 
variety, with the houses of the caste Hindus built on a 
central gramma-nattam or village site and often one or more 
separate cheri for the lowest untouchable castes. There was 
a highly developed system of irrigation. Geographers report 
that the greatest amount of nucleation occurred with tank 
irrigation. It indicated a significant relationship between the 
ecology and aspects of social structure. The importance of 
joint family was less because partition was always possible 
even among the land holding castes. Authority relations run 
from a higher caste to a lower one on a group to group 
basis. There was development of bureaucratic 
organization.27 
Thus, differences in ecology played a part in the 
differential development of the social institutions of these 
two areas. The different social institutions too played their 
part in maintaining the delicate ecological balance in each 
area. 
Anand Chakravarti in his study examines the agrarian 
class relations in Aghanbigha, a canal-irrigated village in 
Purnea district in north Bihar.28 The focus is on the 
relations between the members of the dominant class 
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(designated maliks, who were Bhumihars by caste and 
exercised preponderant control over land) and the 
subordinate class of landless labourers. Though these 
relations revolved round Bhumihars who constituted both 
the dominant class and the dominant caste but his 
concerns are essentially with class. He is concerned mainly 
with unraveling the characters of the relations of 
exploitation^^ and the conflicts of interest arising from the 
ownership and control of land, the principal means of 
production.30 However, it is precisely because the 
preponderant control over land vested in the hands of 
Bhumihars that the role of the dominant caste in the 
structuring of class relations needs to be taken into 
account. 
Both the material resources (such as land, seeds, 
means of irrigation, plough teams and tractors) and the 
labour process entailing the use of these resources for 
agricultural production were subjected to rigorous control 
by the maliks in order to maximize profit. The focus of 
Chakravarti 's study is the agrarian political economy of a 
village. 
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The lack of economic diversification in north Bihar is 
perhaps the most significant factor affecting the material 
destiny of landless labourers constraining them to depend 
entirely on agriculture for their livelihood and thus , forcing 
them to subject themselves to the arbitrary will of their 
employers. The proportion of agricultural labourers in 
Purnea, according to the 1991 census, happened to be the 
second highest among all the districts in Bihar. A recent 
study based in the district pointed to a sense of over 
powering economic insecurity among the labourers.^i This 
poignant statement also applies to the plight of agricultural 
labourers in Aghanbigha. 
Through the analysis of his study, Chakravarti has 
proposed to discuss certain questions that have been raised 
by students of agrarian relations in India. They include the 
problem of identifying agrarian classes,^2 the relations 
between caste and class;33 the consequences of the use of 
improved technological inputs and the commercialization of 
agriculture on agrarian class relations with specific 
reference to changes in patterns of exploitation and whether 
the new class relations indicate the development of 
agriculture on capitalist lines. Following from it, attention is 
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paid to the nature of the labour force employed in the 
process of production and the manner of its utilization. 
He has explored the class relations in Aghanbigha by 
using the concepts of exploitation and domination. The 
former refers to the appropriation by one class of the fruits 
of the labour of another by virtue of possessing superior 
control over the means of production. As such, the welfare 
of the exploiting class depends upon the work of the 
exploited class.3'* Class domination on the other hand, 
implies that the exploiting class is able to exercise 
comprehensive control over the lives of the members of the 
subordinate class-materially, politically and ideologically.^s 
As the concept of exploitation is subsumed under that of 
domination, it is subject to becoming marginalized, which 
according to Wright, amounts to a serious shortcoming in 
analytical terms.36 Class exploitation, then, is regarded as 
simply one form of domination among several others, 'none 
having any explanatory priority over any other'. ^ 7 
Notwithstanding the fundamental role of exploitation 
in class relations, which distinguishes class as one form of 
domination from other forms of domination, it is important 
to emphasize that the scope of class domination goes 
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beyond material exploitation. It includes the exercise of 
political power as well as ideological domination the latter 
interpreted as control over the system of values underlying 
the relationships between the exploiters and the exploited. It 
is impossible to understand the role of these elements of 
domination in shaping agrarian class relations in 
Aghanbigha without taking account of caste, especially the 
role of dominant caste, for instance, membership of the 
dominant caste irrespective of a person's position as a land 
holder, large or small, conferred social standing and 
reinforced that persons' control over his labourers. Thus, 
the character of class dominance was shaped in certain 
critical respects by caste. 
The exploitative dimensions of class relations have 
been shown by dealing with certain specific characteristics 
of the extraction of labour. The labourers were subjected to 
the intense surveillance by the maliks during various 
agricultural operations to ensure that no labour time was 
wasted. He revolves the everyday class relations by 
focussing on the farms and fields where relations of 
exploitation underlying the labour process were enacted day 
after day for most days in the year. 
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The focus of the study is on the universe of 
contemporary agrarian relations revolving round the 
Bhumihar landholders of the main settlement. Chakravarti 
has implicitly followed the conflict approach by 
concentrating on agrarian class, in which there is exercise 
of arbitrary will, dominance and subjection and conflicts of 
interest between those who control the means of production 
and those who laboured for them. The caste identity of the 
labourers was hardly relevant during agricultural 
operations; rather it was their identity as labourers {jan) 
that mattered. 
Agriculture in Aghanbigha developed a distinctly 
commercial orientation in the course of the 1960s. This new 
orientation was a departure from the earlier phase of 
agricultural activity in which sharecroppers had been 
primarily responsible for cultivating the land held by maliks. 
Agricultural labourers and farm servants had been 
employed to work on such tracts . 
Three categories of landholders established control 
over the lands in Dhamdaha. As they belonged by and large 
to the upper castes comprising Brahmin, Bhumihar, Rajput 
and Kayasth - they replicated the traditional pattern of 
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landholding in Bihar whereby caste s ta tus and land control 
were closely connected.38 in Dhamdaha, in particular, 
Bhumihars were said to be dominant (Bhumihars held 
sway). 
The actual cultivators included low castes or Santhals. 
Both official documents and popular perceptions confirm 
that Santhals enjoyed a unique reputation as reclaimers of 
land. The special talent of Santhals for cultivation was 
exploited by the local landholders under whom they 
laboured as bataidars on oral leases that could be 
arbitrarily terminated. Maliks and bataidars were the 
principal classes involved in production relations in 
Dhamdaha during the early decades of the 20*^ century. The 
maliks literally lived off the labour of bataidars without 
contributing anything whatsoever to the process of 
production. 
A bataidar who leased in land from a malik was obliged 
to provide all the inputs and paid half the gross produce as 
rent. The dependence of a bataidar on his malik for the 
initial lease, its renewal from time to time and loans for 
meeting the inputs gave the latter a unique opportunity to 
graft a series of exorbitant demands on iniquitous 
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conditions onto the transactions underlying their 
relationship. 
After a bataidar had harvested, threshed and 
winnowed a given crop, a number of deductions were made 
from his share of the produce. Maliks employed Sepahis to 
maintain surveillance over the crops grown in order to 
ensure the maximum extraction of batai rent. The series of 
deductions from a bataidar's share made a mockery of the 
principle of sharing the produce equally with the malik. 
Besides, various kinds of abwabs were extracted from them. 
Their share of the produce was about one third. While the 
malik obliged his bataidars with loans, they were governed 
by the harshes t possible terms. Through the application of 
compound interest, an unredeemed debt could multiply to 
many times its principal. 
The power of maliks over their bataidars was not 
simply material and political it was reinforced by the 
ideology of the dominant caste, which justified the 
iniquitous characters of the relationship. 
The development of new relations of production based 
on the employment of wage labour in Aghanbigha during the 
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1960s was an outcome of a conjuncture of social and 
technological circumstances, which led to the obsolescence 
of sharecropping. The social circumstances were associated 
with the tensions inherent in the malik-bataidar 
relationship. It became openly antagonistic following 
specific amendments in the Bihar Tenancy Act in 1938 that 
sought to protect the rights of sharecroppers. As a 
consequence, maliks tried to oust their bataidars which the 
latter resisted. 
Cohen advocated the 'primacy thesis' that production 
relations are shaped by the level of development of the 
productive forces to a far greater extent than vice-versa.39 
On the other hand, Rudra'^o has questioned the 
appropriateness of assigning primacy either to the forces of 
production or the relations of production. Chakravarti says 
that there is a dialectical connection between the forces and 
the relations of production. 
The primacy thesis, which ascribes a key role to 
technological interventions, has been questioned. Rudra has 
pointed out that the essence of the Marxian method, as 
applied to the study of social change, requires that 
movements in time be analyzed in terms of the interactions 
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between the forces of production and the relations of 
production,'^i 
After 1960, the substitution of bataidars by 
agricultural labourers was a consequence of class 
antagonism (the conflict between maliks and their 
bataidars). During the first phase, the malik-bataidar 
relationship was threatened by the struggle launched by 
Santhal bataidars against their maliks in Dhamdaha as a 
whole. Though sharecropping as an institution declined due 
to the agitation, it nevertheless persisted because 
recalcitrant Santhals were replaced by pliant non-Santhals . 
During the second phase, beginning in the late 1960s, the 
institution eventually went into decline as the maliks 
adopted cultivation through hired labour. The tenants were 
not issued rent receipt though this was obligatory under the 
relevant tenancy laws. The desire to be recognized as 
tenants formed a major plank of their agitation against 
maliks. 
Chakravarti argued that the contribution of new 
technological inputs to the transformation in production 
relations can not be regarded as unidirectional. The social 
situation has to be ripe for the adoption of new forces of 
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production. It is only at such a conjuncture of 
circumstances that technology plays a catalytic role in the 
transformation to a new regime of production relations. 
Chakravarti highlights the significance of caste for 
comprehending various dimensions of agrarian structure. 
The culture of exploitation is determined in crucial ways by 
the dominant caste, which is also the dominant class. 
While agrarian relations in India cannot be reduced 
merely to inter-caste relations, they cannot also be fully 
comprehended by categorizing persons or groups simply 
according to the differential ownership and control of land. 
As pointed out by Wesolowski, class domination in the 
Marxist sense subsumes three interrelated forms of 
domination- economic, political and ideological."^2 'Yhe first 
refers to the superior control that one class has over the 
means of production, the labour process and the product of 
labour. Political domination pertains to the nexus between 
class power and state power, by means of which the 
interests of the dominant class are protected. Ideological 
domination denotes the structure of ideas through which 
the position of the dominant class is legitimized. 
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Godelier'*3 rejects the notion that infrastructure and 
superstructure constitute level of social reality - 'a society 
does not have a top and a bottom or even levels.' On the 
contrary, infrastructure and superstructure represent 
functional spheres that are found in all societies. Thus, all 
societies have an infrastructure: 
• A material component comprising on the one 
hand, the application of various forces of 
production for exploiting the material 
environment and on the other, the social 
relations of production (which determines access 
to the means of production, the allocation of 
labour and the distribution of the production). 
And all societies have a superstructure, 
comprising for instance, kinship, religious ideas, 
and politics. 
• Adopting a broad comparative perspective, 
Godelier shows that in certain societies -
especially those lacking well defined 
differentiation between various institutions - the 
same institution, such as kinship or religion, 
could function both as infrastructure and 
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superstructure. As infrastructure because the 
institution in question has a material function by 
ordering relations of production, and as 
superstructure because of its ostensible, non-
material functions. Godelier further draws 
attention to the basic fact that it is only in 
certain societies, particularly in capitalist one 
that the distinction between functions happens 
to coincide with a distinction between 
institutions. Thus, economics, politics, religion, 
kinship, art, etc. are separated into too many 
distinct institutions.'*'* 
The same argument may be extended to caste in India 
by showing that the institution functions both as 
infrastructure and superstructure. Hence, the function of 
caste is not confined to providing a structure of religious 
ideas underlying the relations between 'pure' and 'impure'. 
Caste is also crucially concerned with determining access to 
the means of production, control over the labour process, 
and forms of exploitation. 
A conceptualization of caste in terms of class - was 
earlier made by Meillassoux'*^ who underscored its role in 
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organizing 'relations of production and of reproduction'. 
From this stand point, the dominant caste, as the principal 
land owning group, occupies a crucial position. Its control 
over the means of production, confers on it the capacity to 
exploit the 'labouring class''^^ recruited from among low 
usually Dalit castes. The rationalization for this framework 
of exploitation is provided by the ideology of caste, which 
means any idea that legitimizes an existing social order, 
along with the relations of domination and oppression that 
it contains within it.'*'^  
The surplus appropriated from the implicit class 
relationship was the means by which a dominant caste 
maintained the various specialists and art isans comprising 
the jajmani system.'^s Thus, there are both class 
relationships and relations of clientship beneath the 
ideological representation of a hierarchical relationship 
described as the 'caste system'.^9 
Significantly, the material dimensions, notably the 
social relations of production, are not located outside caste. 
Further, caste also performs certain critical 'super-
structural ' functions by reinforcing the relations of 
production through the application of political power and 
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ideology. There is strong significance of caste for the study 
of agrarian class. 
Two points need to be emphasized here: the fact that 
the members of a dominant caste may not be homogeneous 
with respect to the land that they control does not 
undermine their superior economic, political and ideological 
position; and second, their preponderant position in a given 
community is unaffected by the fact that they may not be its 
only landholders. Several members of other caste groups 
may also hold land. But, whereas the members of a 
dominant caste embody the conjuncture of economic, 
political and ideological forces, the position of the others is 
sustained by land-ownership alone. So the dominant caste 
occupies a unique position as it defines the culture of 
exploitation - the dominant system of values and norms 
governing the relationship between the owners and non-
owners of the means of production. 
The schemes of Thorner, Patnaik and Rudra for 
describing agrarian classes^o are based on the extent of land 
control and the capacity of some to exploit the labour of 
others. Thorner identified three major classes - 'malik', 
'kisan' and 'mazduf. Patnaik's model is an adaptation of the 
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schemes of differentiation worked out by Lenin^i and Mao52 
for their respective societies. Five classes are identified -
'landlords', 'rich peasants ' , 'middle peasants ' , 'poor 
peasants ' and 'landless labourers'.^3 Rudra works with a 
dichotomous model of two main classes as 'big landowners ' 
and 'landless labourers'. A noteworthy aspect of this model 
is that it brings the element of conflict to the centre stage of 
class analysis, because classes are not simply economic 
categories occupying a specific position in the system of 
production, but conflict groups defined by 'contradictions of 
interests'.54 
The problem with all these schemes is their failure to 
take cognizance of the role of caste in sustaining a common 
platform of material and ideological interests between the 
members of a dominant caste, not withstanding their 
economic differences. 
Chakravarti describes the five principal classes 
contributing the households in Aghanbigha a s - 'malik', 
'grihast', ' tenant cultivator', 'petty cultivator' and 'landless 
labourer'. 
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Malik, as member of the dominant caste, defined the 
culture of exploitation in the community. They wielded the 
social power by manipulating the local agencies of state 
power in pursuance of their interests. 
Grihasts, belonging to upper and middle castes, were 
independent operators of land who used hired labour for 
agricultural operations and thus , resembled the maliks. But 
unlike the latter, they lacked social power. 
Tenant cultivators, constituted mostly of middle 
castes, occupied a minor position in the class s tructure of 
Aghanbigha. They owned a little land and a fair proportion 
of it they operated were leased in. They used to hire in 
labour. They never hired themselves out to others as labour. 
Petty cultivators, constituted mainly of Dalits and 
Santhals, held a marginal position in the s tructure of land 
control. As the amount of land was inadequate for 
subsistence, the members were constrained to hire 
themselves out as agricultural labourers. 
Landless labourers depended entirely on the sale of 
their labour power for subsistence. 
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All maliks possessed the capacity to wield three, 
interrelated forms of power, the basis of which was their 
common sta tus as members of the dominant caste. The 
three forms of power are social, economic and coercive. 
Social power is the capacity of a dominant caste to assert its 
common interests. These interests include both material 
interests such as maintaining control over the labourers 
employed and non-material interests, such as , maintaining 
the honour of the caste. The maliks also forged 
opportunistic links with officials holding key positions in 
various agencies of the state through whose connivance or 
active support their interests were upheld. 
The exercise of economic power was derived from 
control over land, the principal means of production. 
The coercive power was articulated through the 
oppressive conditions of work imposed on their labourers, 
including payment of wages that were considerably lower 
than the statutory wages. 
An unfree labourer was one who was constrained by 
factors such as indebtedness, residence of his malik's land 
and being the beneficiary of tekdi to work entirely for a 
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particular malik. While unfree labourers were constrained in 
principle, to work for their maliks as long as the obligations 
remained operative; in practice, they could work on a casual 
basis for some other employer on occasions when their 
services were not required by their maliks. But such 
opportunities were episodic only. Casual labourer worked 
for an employer without being bound. 
Those employed as sepahis occupied a special place 
among farm servants. This was for monitoring the labour 
time of laborers. Those who employed sepahis preferred to 
recruit men from the upper castes who were not the 
residents of the village. As the families did not accompany 
the non-resident sepahis, they were unencumbered by day 
to day household responsibilities while serving their maliks. 
The poor material conditions of sepahis compelled them to 
sell their labour power for a living, though in keeping with 
their caste s tatus , they performed only supervisory 
functions. Sepahis constituted the elite category among 
farm servants. 
Byers argued that the adoption of the new technology 
benefited primarily the upper stratum of rural society and 
led to a process of partial proletarianization.^s 
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Clearly, the main components of the class structure in 
the village were maliks, unfree labourers and form servants. 
The class structure in the village is an outcome of a process 
of proletarianization in the classical Marxist sense. This 
pattern of proletarianization in the village could be 
replicated in those areas of north Bihar that have 
undergone social tensions and technological changes. 
Chakravarti states that the intensive cropping pattern 
underlying the new agricultural cycle in Aghanbigha 
generated a large demand for agricultural labourers. The 
most substantial users of labourers were maliks by virtue of 
their basic class position as hirers of labour par excellence. 
Even maliks who controlled their own teams of unfree 
labourers had to rely on labour contractors to cope with 
specific agricultural operations. Some even tried to ensure 
that they had access to 'labour on tap' (means a ready 
supply of labourers) by forging relationships of dependence 
with labour contractors through the allotment of land on 
tekdi or adhi. There was clear evidence of the persistence of 
the ideology of patronage, because it was the means to 
ensure a supply of labour. Maliks who did not or couldn't 
resort to such means for securing a stable labour supply — 
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had to run from pillar to post to recruit labourers for the 
agricultural operations. 
The commercialization of agriculture in Aghanbigha 
tightened the grip of maliks over their labourers and 
intensified the latter's subordination. The subjection of 
labourers to the control of their maliks is a concrete 
dimension of everyday class relations. 
The unit of time governing the regulation of hired 
labour in Aghanbigha was the working day. The 
subordination of agricultural labourer and farm servants to 
their maliks was compounded by the low wages they were 
paid. The depressed wages of labourers were a reflection of 
their politically servile conditions. Their bargaining power 
was constricted by the lack of alternative arenas of 
employment outside agriculture. 
Kapadia analyses the consequences of agrarian 
capitalism on class relations in a village in Tamil Nadu. She 
is categorical that the Pallars (constituting the major 
segment of the labouring population) are the victims of 
radical impoverishment,^6 Their inability to find employment 
outside agriculture, the stigma of untouchability attached 
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with them has subjected the group to proletarianization and 
the landless in particular to pauperization." 
Therefore, from the point of view of the members of the 
underclass (petty cultivators and landless labourers) in 
Aghanbigha, or elsewhere, a meaningful change in their 
material and political destiny seems unlikely through the 
forces generated by agrarian capitalism. The political factors 
contributed to widening the gulf between the dominant class 
and the underclass. 
Beteille who uses the concept "ownership, control and 
use of land" argues that in discussing inequalities in the 
agricultural sector, one can concentrate on one or another 
aspect of inequality. He puts emphasis on inequality which 
relates to the ownership, control and use of land and other 
material resources. It is not to say that he ignores the 
importance of castes rather he comments on them in the 
context of inequalities in the agrarian class structure.^s 
Beteille emphasizes on the twofold nature of the 
hierarchy which is established by land ownership in a 
society where land is in scarcity and where its use is 
essential for maintaining the livelihood of the people. There 
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is a hierarchy among those who own different amounts of 
land. So, they are privileged because of the possession of 
land like the possession of any other material things and 
because of it, they exercise control over others who are in 
need of it and are landless. 
Beteille is of the view that the peasants who own small 
quantity of land and employ their own labour are not 
directly controlled by the large landowners.59 So, the 
landowners can be differentiated into those who own large 
amounts of land and control the labour of others and those 
who are small landholders and employ mainly their own 
labour. Similarly, non-owners of land can be differentiated 
into those who, as tenants, have secured rights of 
occupancy and those who do not have such rights. 
Chakravarti 's Devisar village study revolves around the 
changes in the distribution of power since the time of the 
dominance by the Rajputs and the new rules associated 
with these changes.^o Chakravarti concludes that the 
abolition of jagirs, deprived the bhomias of their traditional 
rights to rule village.^i Because of the institution of 
statutory panchayats , traditional authority gradually 
declined and rational-legal authority emerged as a dominant 
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trend. The nature of the conflict in the Devisar village is 
derived from "power". Devisar underwent conflict in terms of 
traditional power. But, even after independence after the 
jagirdari abolition, "power" remains the basis of conflict. 
But, this "power" is derived from the rational-legal authority 
rather than the traditional authority. The basis of conflict 
has always been power but the nature of power changes 
from one period to another. Based on this logic, it can safely 
be said that the history of the Indian village is the history of 
power conflict. 
Chakravarti 's view points can be taken to substantiate 
this argument. The ability of a caste group to exercise 
political power in a village community is not necessarily 
dependent on the preponderant ownership of land. A caste 
may continue to own most of the land in a village 
community such as the Brahmins of Sripuram, and yet not 
be powerful. Conversely, a caste may not be having 
monopoly of land, as the Nathusar and Bhombas, and yet 
continue to be powerful.^i 
Thus, Sripuram and Devisar, though they differ with 
regard to the concentration of land in the hands of the 
dominant caste, have experienced parallel change in the 
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distribution of power. Though land is an important material 
resource of a rural community, it is not inherently a source 
of political power. 
Bihar is the storm centre of the Indian agrarian scene. 
The books by 'Arvind Das and V.Nilakant' 3^ and Arvind 
Das64 are some of the best published materials for an 
understanding of agrarian relations and the historically 
important agrarian struggles in Bihar. 
The two books also illustrate the development of 
agrarian studies in the last several years and show how 
difficult it is to give an adequate analysis and account of 
India as a whole. Das (1979) gives some poignant 
descriptions of rural oppression but he fails to give any kind 
of integrated picture. Das (1982) gives a concrete focus for 
rural class analysis. 
He scorns the abstraction of the mode of production 
debate and aims at presenting concrete reality at peasants 
as "real flesh and blood human beings" and at 
understanding "not only the operation of strong extraneous 
economic and political forces on peasants but the peasants ' 
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own shaping of their Uves both on their own initiative and 
as their response to there external forces and events". 
Das, in his conclusion, argued on the idea that 
capitalism leads to a differentiation of the peasantry, 
depicting it as maintaining and exploiting peasants as 
peasants in the interests of a wider capitalism but without 
really spreading that capitalism into agriculture. He, in 
describing the agrarian struggles, shows the decisive change 
brought by independence when new forces completely 
transformed the shape and rural class basis of agrarian 
struggles. Thus, Sen Gupta writes that "the class character 
of the agrarian contradiction has completely changed: in 
place of kisans there have emerged two great classes in the 
countryside-the bataidars (sharecroppers) and the 
agricultural labourers." Das describes two rounds of 
agrarian unrest , the first, posing at once capitalists and 
middle classes against British imperialism and substantial 
tenants against zamindars, the second, kulaks against the 
state and the poor peasantry against the landlords, rich 
peasants and the state. And, he sums up the continuity and 
the transformation of the struggle with the statement:"today 
when agricultural labourers, mostly harijans and adivasis, 
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have started agitating for their rights in different parts of 
Bihar, the peasant movement of the 1930s seems finally to 
have reached its culmination". 
Das stresses theoretically the continuity of rural 
struggles and sees the rural semi-proletariat also as part of 
a single rural oppressed class which he calls the 
"peasantry". Das's makes it clear that the poorest rural 
class is most fundamentally an agricultural labourer one, 
that is, essentially a semi-proletariat, though they remain 
enveloped in land relations. 
In this chapter, the aspects of social ecology and 
agrarian structure have been reviewed. This provides a good 
theoretical background to examine the influence of changing 
ecological conditions on the agrarian relations of production 
which has been described in detail in chapter 5. The next 
chapter deals with the tenurial conditions and agrarian 
structure of the area under study. 
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4.1 The River Kosi and Its Branches 
Kosi is the vulgar pronunciation, generally used by 
the people who inhabit its banks and is probably the 
original name, which in the sacred dialect, pe rhaps for the 
sake of a derivation, has been changed into Kausiki. The 
river is said to be the daughter of Kusik Raja, King of 
Gadhi, a very celebrated person. Besides, he had a son 
Viswamitra, who was worshipper of Para-Brahma or the 
supreme-being and rejected the worship of the inferior 
gods, such as Vishnu and Sib. On this account , he 
received a power almost equal to these deities and created 
several kinds of grain now in common use . He made men 
of a na ture much superior to the poor c rea tures , who now 
tread the ear th. Kausiki, al though daughter of a 
Kshatriya, was married to a holy Brahmin, a Muni named 
Richik, who, al though a saint, seems to have been rather 
unreasonable as became very wrath with his wife for 
having borne a son who was fond of fighting than praying, 
while his brother-in-law Kusik, al though only a king, 
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excelled even the Muni in holiness and power. The saint 
therefore prayed to the gods, and changed his wife into a 
river. 
The Kosi descends from the lower hills of the 
northern mounta ins by three cataracts , or ra ther violent 
rapids; for Buchanan learned from undoubted authority 
that canoes can shoot through at least the lower cataract , 
which is nearly forty British miles north and between 
three and four miles east from Nathpur. Below this the 
breadth of the Kosi is said to be fully a mile. From thence 
it proceeds sought, winding round a low hill called Belka 
or Bhalka, after which its channel widens and it comes to 
the company's boundary, twenty miles nor th from 
Nathpur, about two miles in width and filled with sands 
and islands. From the cataract to the company's boundary 
the river is said to be very rapid and its channel is filled 
with rocks or large stones and is nowhere fordable. 
The Kosi cont inues for about 18 miles to form the 
boundary between the company and the Raja of -Gorkha, 
the latter having the eastern bank and the former, the 
western. During this space the river undergoes little 
change. Its course is more gentle and is free from rocks or 
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large stones but it is nowhere fordable. The channel is 
about two miles in width and in the rainy season is filled 
from bank to bank. In the dry season, most of the space 
becomes dry sand but there are always several s t reams: 
one is usually rapid, ra ther muddy, from four to five 
hundred yards in width and nowhere fordable; the others 
are shallow and clear, in many places being almost 
s tagnant , which allows the mud to subside. 
The Kosi is a more considerable stream than the 
Bhagirathi or Ganges, as this river is every year forded in 
several places between Haridwar and Allahabad, where it 
receives the Yamuna. The reason of this seems to be that 
all the sources of the Bhagirathi appear to arise from the 
south side of the snowy mountains ; whereas the Kosi not 
only receives the drainings from a great extent to the 
southern side of these alps, but one of its branches , the 
Arun, passes between their mighty peaks, and receives the 
torrents which rush from their northern face. The Kosi, 
being near the mountains , is very subject to sudden and 
great risings and fallings of its stream and in summer its 
water, even at Nathpur, retains a very considerable 
coolness. Soon after entering the company's boundary, the 
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Kosi sends to the right a small branch named naliya and 
about eight miles below again receives th is stream 
increased by waters of the Barhati, which comes from the 
district of Saptari, in the dominions of Gorkha. After both 
banks of the Kosi belong to the company, the river passes 
to the south for about 30 miles. On its right bank it has 
the divisions of Dimiya and Dhamdaha, and on the left 
those of Matiyari and Haveli. 
From latitude 25°55' southward, the channel of the 
Kosi is contracted except towards its southern extremity. 
At Dhamdaha, the character of the river resembles its 
appearance at Nathpur, filled with sands and is lands and 
intersected by various channels, one of which was deep 
and wide. 
The whole right bank of this par t of the river 
extending from latitude 25° 45 ' to its actual junct ion with 
the Ganges at Khawaspur is in division Dhamdaha . The 
left bank is partly in Haveli, where there are two mar ts , 
Burhidhanghat and Ekhtiyarpur; and partly in Gondwara, 
where there are no marts . About seven miles above its 
actual junct ion with the Ganges, the Kosi receives into its 
right bank a small river called the Hiran. The Hiran 
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continues the remainder of its course through the division 
of Dhamdaha to near its southern end and winds parallel 
to the Kosi. About two miles below the mouth of the Hiran 
the Kosi receives the Gogri, which comes from the district 
of Bhagalpur, forms for a short way the boundary between 
tha t and Purnea. About eight miles from the junct ion of 
the Gogri with the Kosi but within the district of 
Bhagalpur, the former river receives a branch named the 
Dans, which during almost the whole of its course forms 
the boundary between Purnea and Tirhut. 
Buchanan has also given an account of the various 
branches sent off by the Kosi. To the west, the Sitadhar 
which recovers the name of Burhi at some distance below 
it and the eastern branch called Pangroyan communicates 
with the Mahananda and is considered as a branch of tha t 
river. The Sitadhar divides into two branches . The branch 
to the west is inconsiderable and soon joins a small 
stream called the Dulardayi. Some miles below this , the 
Dulardayi is lost in the saongra, which arises from a 
marsh about ten miles south from Matiyari where it is 
joined by another draining of marsh called Vagjan. The 
united stream after passing through a corner of Arariya, 
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enters Haveli about 14 miles direct from Purnea. About 6 
miles north-west from Purnea, the Saongra sends off a 
considerable part of its water by a channel called Khata. 
The Saongra is much more enlarged by receiving the 
Burhi Kosi which is considered as the old channel of the 
great river. The Saongra is the vulgar name of the river. In 
the. more polite dialect it is called Samra. Soon after 
receiving the Burhi Kosi, it passes through Purnea . A little 
below the town of Purnea, the Saongra receives the old 
channel of the Kali-Kosi or black Kosi. Six or seven miles 
below Purnea at a mart called Rajigunj, the Saongra 
uni tes with the principal channel of the Kali-Kosi. About a 
mile or two south from the boundary of the Gorkhalese 
dominions, the Kosi sends from its left bank a channel 
called the Burhi or old Kosi. The Burhi Kosi receives a 
small river called Geruya. About the boundary of Haveli it 
changes its name to that of Kali-Kosi, usually pronounced 
Karikosi by the natives. Where it enters the company's 
territory this river is called Kajla. Near the nor thern 
boundary of Gondwara the great Kosi sends from its left 
bank a small branch called the Barhandi, which soon after 
divides into two branches, the Barhandi and Mara (dead) 
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Barhandi. This last has joined the Kali-Kosi by a channel 
called Ghagri. 
About two miles lower down, the Kosi sends off a 
branch called Kosiprasad, which r u n s easterly to 
Kangrhagola. At this place, the Kosiprasad divides into 
two branches . The one retains the name and passes to 
Lalgola, the port of Kangrhagola on the Ganges or on the 
Kosi as the natives will have it. The other branch runs 
east. At its western end, it is called Ganggapanth and it 
has on its bank Kantanagar and Bhawanipur. At its 
eastern end, this river assumes the name of Burhikosi and 
joins the Karikosi or Saongra at Nawabgunj. About two 
miles south from the upper end of the Kosiprasad, the 
great river actually joins the Ganges, i 
As the Kosi is the largest of the t r ibutar ies of the 
Ganges, it is said to be next only to the Indus and 
Brahmaputra in size and in the volume of its discharge. It 
drains the area between Gosainthan and Kanchenjunga in 
the Himalayas. The main stream the Arun (called 
Phungchu in Tibet), rises to the north of Gosainthan and 
flows south-west for nearly 320 km in a fairly flat stretch 
jus t to the south of the Brahmaputra basin and of the 
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Ladakh range. It is joined by the Yaru river from the east, 
the combined stream then flows south between Mount 
Everest (8,840m) on the west and the Kachenjunga 
(8,579m) on the east, receiving many small t r ibutaries 
from the glaciers of these mounta ins . After cutting 
through the main Himalayan Range, it is joined by the 
Sun Kosi from the west and the Tamur Kosi from the east. 
The former is composed of several t r ibutar ies , viz., the 
Indravati, Bhote Kosi, Tamba Kosi, Likhu, Dudh Kosi and 
others. The Bhote Kosi rises at Thanglang. The Dudh Kosi 
rises between Mounts Gaurishankar and Everest. The 
Tamur Kosi rises on the western slopes of the 
Kanchenjunga. Kosi cuts across the Mahabharat Range 
and the Siwalik Hills and emerges into the plains near 
Chatra. 
It is believed that the Kosi originally joined the 
Mahananda, a river coming from the Darjeeling 
Himalayas. It is known that the Kosi flowed by Purnea 200 
years ago, but its present course is about 160 km to the 
west of that place, having swept over an area of 10,500 
sq.km., on which it has deposited huge quant i t ies of sand 
and silt. It now joins the Ganges 32 km west of Manihari 
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but formerly it used to join that river near Manihari itself 
(see map 4.1). The Kosi is notorious for its frequent and 
disas t rous floods and the vagaries of its channels.2 
Kosi plain lies east of the river Kosi and north of the 
river Ganges. It covers Saharsa, Purnea and par ts of 
Khagaria and Bhagalpur), Being the 'play-ground' of the 
Kosi, it is 'a ra ther well defined region with internal 
homogeneity'. Frequent occurrence of floods and shifts of 
channels have made it a khadar land. With moist climate 
and high water table, this region is a rice-jute tract with 
pulses, wheat, maize and oilseeds. The Kosi Project has 
enhanced the agricultural and economic prosperity of this 
region. The region is divided into two main areas . l.Kosi 
plain west (Saharsa plain), and 2. Kosi plain East (Purnea 
plain). 
The Kosi plain west has lower percentage of net sown 
area than the Kosi plain east and has also higher 
percentage barren and uncultivated land as well as 
cultivated waste. South Purnea, the heart of ju te 
cultivation in Bihar, has two large ju te mills and a match 
factory at Katihar, which is an important nodal and 
railway centre on the Kanpur-Assam, Nepal border.3 
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4.2 Land Tenure in Purnea 
The tenures by which farmers in Purnea held land, 
were extremely various. There were four classes of 
t enan ts . One were by the natives usually called 
estemurars or chakbandi, and may be rather considered as 
proprietors as they paid a fixed rent to the zamindar, 
which could never be raised, and in general they could sell 
their farms to whomsoever they please. The second class 
had leases, which were signed by the gentlemen who made 
the settlement with the zamindars. These leases were 
perpetual and the rate was considered very low. Third, 
those who had possessed lands from the owners in 
perpetuity. Such possessions were most usually called 
Mududi. Some of the tenants had leases. Others had not, 
but their names and rents were entered on the books of 
the estate and by its customs, these had an undoubted 
right of possession at the same rate. In some cases 
however, means were taken by the landlords to make 
evasions. Fourthly, those who possessed on short leases, 
at the expiration of which, they might be deprived of their 
lands and these composed the greater part of the tenantry . 
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In no case, however, was it customary to tu rn a tenant 
away. 
As it had pleased government to vest the property of 
the lands in the Zamindars and this tenure was more 
advantageous for the community, than any other, by 
which the tenants could hold their lands. Wherever this 
custom prevailed in this district, the people were more 
industr ious and the land was better cultivated than where 
the leases were perpetual. The leases were too short, 
seldom exceeding three years. The high castes were 
encouraged by paying a very low rent, while those, who 
were industr ious , were reduced to beggary by enormous 
exactions. To give an idea of these, Martin mentions what 
is said to be an usua l practice. The leases on an estate 
having expired, the manager assembled the people, 
encouraged them to commence the cultivation with spirit 
and talked to them of his moderation and jus t ice . He 
found various pretexts for delaying the leases, one of the 
most usua l of which was, that he did not know the value 
of lands, nor the extent to which the people would be able 
to cultivate and he assured them that everything would be 
settled to their wishes. When a considerable par t of the 
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cultivation had been performed, he called the people 
together and fixed the rent, at whatever he pleased and 
the people must either accepted of his terms, or lost the 
whole crop on the ground. This practice was very common. 
The zamindar should be restrained from granting any 
such to new tenants , except for houses and gardens, the 
rent of which to all castes, should be fixed at double the 
actual average rate of fields in the estate where they were 
si tuated. Each of these types of leases or r ights of 
possession might be of two natures . First, the rent might 
be fixed upon the extent or number of bigahs occupied 
and the tenant might cultivate them in whatever manner 
he pleased, or might allow them to be fallow; but he mus t 
pay the rent. This kind of tenure in various par t s was 
called mokurruri, juma zemin, kumkasht, bigahti, kumdur, 
etc. 
In the leases or agreements which were granted for 
land in this manner, the number of bighas was usually 
mentioned and the rate of rent for each was stated. The 
landlord might at any time measure the field, and if he 
found more than the lease stated, he could only charge 
the surplus at the same rate that was mentioned in the 
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lease or rent-roll of the estate. In many par t s of India, it 
was usua l to fix the rent of land according to its value and 
to divide the lands of a village into three, four or more 
qualities, each of which was to pay a certain rate. This 
plan was followed in a very few places of th is district, but 
in most, was totally rejected. In all villages, lands were 
rented at various rates but these were totally unconnected 
with the quality of the soil, and depended entirely on the 
influence, which the person, who obtained the lease had 
over the person who granted it, and the best lands were 
often the lowest rented. In other places, again no 
measurement was at tempted, but the master and tenant 
agreed upon a certain rent for the farm taken in a general 
way, whatever might be its extent or in whatever manner 
it might be cultivated. This kind of agreement was called 
'guzbandi'. This was the most rational method preventing 
the constant oppression to the tenants , and the enormous 
expense to the master , tha t arose from measurement , but 
in general, especially where the leases were perpetual , this 
proved totally ru inous to the owner, as his agents 
contrived to let the whole for a triffle."* 
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Hunter^ gave accounts of the different kinds of land 
tenures in Purnea district. One of them was the 
'gachbandi' which was very commonly found in the 
pargana Surjapur, and almost nowhere else. It was in 
force there from before the time of the permanent 
sett lement and owes its origin to the reclamation of the 
jungle lands taken from the Nepalis about the middle of 
the eighteenth century. In this tenure, the landholders let 
a piece of land in farm for from five to seven years, for a 
fixed sum, without any assessment founded on the 
ascertained capabilities of the fields composing it, or on 
their area. In process of time, these farms came to be 
grouped into taluks. The landholder, therefore, had to deal 
either directly or indirectly with two classes of holder, 
known as mustajirs and malguzars. The former took leases 
of taluks. The latter leased single, gachs, which were then 
called kharija or neajat khanagi guchs - that is, separated 
from the taluks. The gachdar, who was generally a 
resident of the village, sublet the lands to thikadars or 
kulaits, who were also of the same village, keeping in his 
own possession a portion of the lands, which he cultivated 
with hired labour. The malguazars assessed the rent on 
the lands let to thikadars or kulaits, not by ascertaining 
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the area held by each, but by the quantity of seed required 
to be sown in each field; for instance, if a field requires 8 
sers or 16 lbs of seed, it would pay ordinarily 8 annas or 
one shilling in rent. This had been found in practice to be 
nearly equivalent to one rupee per s tandard bigha or 6s . 
an acre. The immediate subholders of the mustajirs were 
called malguzars as well as gachdars. 
In Purnea, taluks, patnis and gutch were the 
intermediary tenures . Taluk was an estate comprising a 
number of villages. The holder of taluk was known as 
talukdar. The jurisdiction of a taluk was known as 
talukdari. 
There were two types of talukdars: (a) Dependent and 
(b) Independent. When the talukdar was independent of 
the zamindar 's estate, he paid revenue directly to the 
t reasury. In this case, his taluk was also known as huzuri 
taluk, i.e. paying revenue directly to the huzur or 
headquar ters of the government authority. On the other 
hand, a talukdar, being of an inferior order, was found 
inside the estate and was both dependent on the zamindar 
and paid revenue through him. In this case, he was known 
as dependent talukdar. In Purnea, all the taluks were 
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dependent . They were usually of the istamrari species i.e. 
they involved leases granted by the land holder in 
perpetuity at a fixed stipulated rent. 
Patni tenure was introduced in Purnea in 1838. Patni 
was a tenure created by zamindars to be held at a rent 
fixed in perpetuity by the lessee and his heirs for ever and 
was liable to sale for arrears . This tenure was defined and 
regulated by Bengal Regulation VIII of 1819. Patnidar 
refers to the holder of a patni tenure. This kind of tenure 
was not common in the eastern part of the district 
especially in the Khagra Estate in Surjapur Pargana. 
In this pargana, gutch tenure was prevalent. The 
term implied a system of letting out land within certain 
boundar ies for a lump sum without measuring their area 
or fixing any rate of rent. The land let out was called gutch 
and its holder a gutchdar. The area under it was called 
gutchbandi. Gutch was a tenure under which each tenant 
was at liberty to under take the cultivation of land as much 
as he could cultivate. This tenure was prevalent in an area 
where density of population was low and land was 
plentiful; precision in rent assessment was unnecessary. 
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This type of tenure was phased out when land became 
scarce.6 
4.3 Class Analysis of Agrarian Society 
Beteille is of the view that the economic and political 
dimensions are significant in unders tand ing agrarian 
social s t ructure . So, he has emphasized for a shift from 
caste to the study of the relations centering around the 
ownership, control and use of land. Dube has observed 
that caste is not a fixed category. Rituals determined the 
rank and s ta tus but economic and political factors are 
equally important and the social position of caste is also 
affected by these two.^ Beteille has realized the 
significance of class in unders tanding agrarian relations 
in India and said that overemphasis on caste has 
neglected the technical and social organization of 
production.8 It is felt that a shift from caste to class 
dimension in village studies is needed. Beteille in his 
village study on Sripuram has shown the l imitations of the 
caste framework. However, Beteille's examination of 
agrarian social classes does not seem to be satisfactory. 
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Rudra is of the view tha t there are only two agrarian 
classes: 'the class of big landowners ' and 'the class of 
agricultural labourers'.^ Rudra's analysis is more a 
statistical exercise than a historical analysis of the 
relations of production, lo Patnaik has criticized Rudra 's 
approach and observes, firstly, tha t a small but growing 
agrarian economy, a growing class exists among the 
various classes within the non-capitalist agrarian economy 
which may be identified as capitalist. Secondly, 
agriculture is characterized into two main classes, 
capitalist and wage labourers.i i There has always been the 
debate on modes of production and agrarian classes as it 
involves various issues. Patnaik is hesi tant to compute the 
size of the capitalist sector only on the basis of the area 
cultivated by hired labour in comparison to family labour. 
Patnaik points out that the talk of the mode of production 
in agriculture is the result of the use of the analytical 
concept of Marxist theory freely and legitimately as a 
descriptive term. A logical extension of which could 
become nonsensical: like "the mode of production under 
the Akalis of Punjab". New "modes of production" started 
being invented to correspond to the empirical reality of 
part icular social formations at a part icular point of time, 
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such as "the colonial mode of production". Patnaik 
considers it legitimate to employ the analytical concept of 
"mode of production" developed by Marx along with its 
supportive theoretical appara tus but considers it 
illegitimate to reduce it to a term which is merely 
descriptive of empirical conjunctures in a given social 
formation in t ransi t ion such as India is today. She asks 
the extent and na tu re of the development of the capitalist 
tendency within Indian agriculture.^^ 
According to Wood^^, there have been some changes 
in the agrarian relations in the Desipur village in Purnea 
district as a result of the Zamindari abolition. Before the 
Zamindari abolition, the role of the raiyat was important 
in the s t ructure of exploitation in the countryside. The 
raiyat represented the primary point in the system at 
which the surplus of produce, after consumption by 
himself, his t enan t s and his labourers, was aggregated. 
Then, this surp lus was transmit ted upwards through the 
raiyat in the form of rent. But, as a result of the zamindari 
abolition, t enan t s have emerged as a class of rich 
peasants . Wood has observed that the poor peasants were 
previously dependent upon share cropping to supplement 
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the income from his own holding he is now compelled to 
do agricultural labour. At the same time, the rich 
peasants were unable to work all the land taken from 
raiyatwari system with their own family labour and so 
they hired labour on a daily basis . While the rich peasants 
demand for the non-family labour increased due to the 
acquisition of larger raiyatwari holding, the supply of 
labour also increased with the same process of 
acquisition. Out of 265 households in Desipur, 
approximately 250 people (100 are female) depend mainly 
on agricultural labour for their livelihood. Most of the 
landless labourers are Mushar.^'^ Wood concludes tha t the 
emerging rich peasant class is dependent on others. In 
agriculture, the benefits of machinery, fertilizer and new 
seeds are gained by contributing to the profit of the sellers 
and producers of tha t commodities. Capital for investment 
is paid for by high rates of interest on loans. Credit for 
establishing a shop, or even for local money-lending, is 
expensive and where it is used, net re turns are low. Thus, 
the rich peasan t s replace the raiyats as the chief 
cumulator of surp lus . They support the growth of an 
extended hierarchy of operations whose base is 
agricultural production. With this critical role, the rich 
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peasant occupies an important place in a discussion of 
political party, peasant ideology, caste associations or 
kinship and other forms of geo-political mobility and the 
security of his own economic position in the village is his 
main concern. ^^  
4.4 Ecology and the Kosi Project in the Area 
The river Kosi has always upset the ecological 
conditions of the area. The major rivers Mahananda, Kosi, 
Kala-Kosi and Panar and their branches of the district are 
t r ibutar ies to the Ganges. Mahananda stems from the 
Lower mountains of Sikkim. The Kosi rises from the Nepal 
mounta ins . The river Kosi is well known for its notorious 
character and devastating impact on the socio-economic 
s t ructure of the district. This devastation is similar to the 
Indus and Brahamputra rivers in the plains of India. 
Buchanan 's Purnea Report and various other studies have 
discussed the problems of siltation, narrow channel and 
u n u s u a l changes in the course of the river Kosi. Holmes^^ 
has illustrated through a map for a period of 213 years 
(1736 to 1949, see, map 4.2). During this period, Kosi 
changed its course about 115 km from the east towards 
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the west par t of the district. About 66% of the change in 
the course occurred after 1883.^^ 
When the river enters the flat plains, the current 
slows down and the heavy load of sand and silt gets 
deposited in the river-bed blocking the flow in the 
channels . This relentless process of riverine activity laid 
waste several thousand square miles of territory in the 
district of Purnea and Saharsa, by depositing large 
quanti t ies of sand over once-fertile agricultural lands . The 
dreaded annua l floods brought in death, disease and 
devastation. The Kosi was aptly dubbed "Bihar's River of 
Sorrow". However, the deadly Kosi was a great leveller. It 
s truck with blind fury and with equal ha r shness the rich 
and the poor, the landowners, the land poor and the 
landless. For several months in the flood season, all had 
to depend on relief doles. 
Thus, before its taming, the Kosi inflicted infinite but 
undiscriminating, suffering on all the inhabi tan ts of the 
Kosi area. The Giant Kosi Project has ushered in a new era 
of agricultural prosperity for this backward region, is The 
Kosi Project comprised levees on both sides of the active 
channels , a barrage across the river, canal systems and a 
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hydel station. As flood control was the most pressing 
need, construction of the embankments was taken up 
first. The work started in January 1955 and was 
completed in about four years. The river has been confined 
within embankments over a length of about 75 miles, the 
distance between the two embankments varying from 3 to 
10 miles. The embankments were estimated to have 
afforded protection from annual inundation to about 6.5 
lakh acres of land in Nepal and North Bihar. The barrage 
was completed by 1963 and the Eastern canal was opened 
for irrigation in a small way in 1964. Work has been 
completed on the Eastern and Rajpur canal systems 
designed to provide irrigation to a gross cropped area of 
17.85 lakh acres annually.^^ 
Such a project comprises a water control and 
regulating s t ructure at a point across a river in the form 
of a dam, reservoir, etc. and a network of canals . The 
three major objectives of such projects generally are 
irrigation (through canals), electricity generation and flood 
control. 
A canal is a channeled flow of water operating on the 
basis of a gradient. The source of water is usually a river. 
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The river flow varies over the year and so would the canal 
flow taking off from the river if it is not regulated by 
building a dam/reservoir at the point of take-off. The 
efficiency of water t ransmission to the fields through a 
network of canals is critically influenced by the 
installation of canal s t ructures , their maintenance and 
organisation of water distribution. 
Senggupta2o in the case of the ahar and pyne system 
in south Bihar observed the resistance offered by 
influential landowners against the land consolidation 
programme initiated by the government as a drive to 
rationalize distribution of holdings to overcome 
fragmentation. The cultivators saw the programme as 
detrimental to their irrigational interest . Owning plots in 
separate fragments, given the pat tern of rainfall and 
availability of irrigation in the area, was deemed to be an 
insurance against risk of water shortage, which may be 
locally concentrated. The geophysical features of the 
region have to be studied before advancing s tandard 
remedies. In terms of organisational reforms, the 
particularit ies of the socio-economic conditions of the area 
need to be considered. 
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The creation of massive irrigation works h a s led to 
the relative neglect of the development of earlier existing 
indigenous irrigation arrangements . This deleterious 
impact is noticeable particularly in a reas , which had 
shown evidence of their successful performance in the 
past . Sengupta discussed the case of ahar and pyne, 
traditional irrigation systems in Bihar, which had 
supported significant population densit ies for many pas t 
centur ies . Consequent upon their later neglect and disuse , 
the region has now been declared drought-prone. The rate 
of increase of irrigation by wells/tube-wells was higher 
than that by canals and accelerated during 1980s. 
The emphasis upon large-scale irrigation projects 
has evoked a number of controversies. In p lanning these 
projects sufficient attention is not paid to the possibility 
of the emergence of problems of water logging, salinity, 
declining water table, etc. The problem is part icularly 
acute in the command areas of Kosi canal systems. 
Irrigation investment must be so planned as to take 
adequate note of problems of maintenance and utilization. 
The ecological and technological externalit ies as well as 
those affecting the economic utilization of irrigation need 
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to be anticipated. The story of such projects has been one 
of delays, cost escalation, financial bottlenecks, social and 
human costs . It is important to draw attention to the fact 
that the extant economic differentiation among the use r s 
produces undesirable discriminatory influences, which 
need to be taken account of in policies. 
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S. lLocation and Area under study 
Katihar^ district (see map 5.1) which acquired the 
s ta tus of an independent district on 2'^ <i October, 1973 has 
a rich heritage and close Hnkage with the parent district of 
Purnia. Katihar sub-division in the old Purnia district as 
such has been upgraded as an independent district 
consisting of 11 Community Development Blocks and 2 
towns. The district is bounded on the nor th by Purnia 
district and part of West Bengal, on the South by 
Bhagalpur and Sahibganj distr icts , on the east by the 
districts of West Dinajpur and Malda of West Bengal and 
on the west again by the district of Purnia and part of 
Bhagalpur. 
The district takes its name after the chief town of 
kat ihar which probably derived its name from a small 
village on the north-east called Dighi-Katihar where there 
is a big tank {dighi) excavated for the troops, when the 
soldiers of the Nawab of Purnia fought with the troops of 
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Map 5.1 Map of District Katihar 
A Sketch Map 
of 
KATIHAR DISTRICT (BIHAR) 
B H A G A L P U R 
SAHIBGAN J 
Source: Bhatt, S.C. (ed.), 1998, The Encylopaedic District Gazetteers of India, 
EcLstemZone, Vol. 8, New Delhi: Gyan Publishing House, p. 212. 
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Nawab of Murshidabad. Total area of the district is 3057 
sq. kms . 
5.1 .1 History 
Katihar was part of Purnia district and the latter was 
constituted in Circa 1813 along with Malda district. Under 
the Mughal rule the district was constituted of sarkar 
Tajpur, eas t of the Mahananda and Sarkar Purnia west of 
the river. These sarkars belonged to suba Bengal. There 
were also five mahals of sarkar falling in suba Bihar. The 
old s tream of the Kosi at that time formed the boundary 
between suba Bihar and suba Bengal at that time. The 
province of Bihar came under Muslim rule after Bakhtiyar 
Khilji conquered Bihar town, then capital of Bihar, 
towards the close of 12'^ century. His successor 
Ghyasuddin Iwaz extended the limits of the territory to 
include virtually the whole of Bihar, Katihar mus t also 
have come under Muslim rule in the beginning of the 13^^ 
century. 
The district passed into the hands of the British in 
1770 when Mohammad Ali Khan was the Governor of 
Purnia. He was replaced by Ducarrel, the first English 
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Supervisor or Collector of the district. In 1872 the district 
was transferred from the control of Bihar and Banaras 
Board of Commissioners to the Calcutta Board of Revenue. 
The early years of British rule were largely directed to 
establishing law and order and setting up of the revenue 
administrat ion on sound footing. 
5.1.2 Population (General, SC/ST): 
Total population of the district according to 1991 
census is 1825380 persons, comprising of 956056 males 
and 869324 females. Rural population of the district is 
1653761 persons (862962 males and 790799 females) and 
urban population is 171619 persons (93094 males and 
78525 females). 
The Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes 
population of the district as per 1991 census is 160046 
persons and 101792 persons respectively. The rura l -urban 
breakup of this population is indicated in table 5 .1 . 
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Table 5.1 SC 86 ST, Rural / Urban Population in Katihar, 1991 
Rural (i) Scheduled Castes 142186 
(ii) Scheduled Tribes 99717 
Urban (i) Scheduled Castes 17860 
(ii) Scheduled Tribes 2075 
(Source: S.C.Bhatt (ed.). 1998. The Encyclopaedic District 
Gazetteers of India, Eastern Zone, vol. 8, New Delhi: Gyan 
Publishing House, p.213) 
The decennial growth rate of population of the 
district as a whole in relation to the state between the 
period 1981 and 1991 is presented in table 5.2. 
Table 5.2 Growth Rate of Population of Katihar, 1991 
Sta t e /Di s t r i c t 
Bihar 
Katihar 










(Source: S.C.Bhatt (ed.). 1998. The Encyclopaedic District 
Gazetteers of India, Eastern Zone, vol. 8, New Delhi: Gyan 
Publ ishing House, p.2 14) 
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5.1.3 Languages and Religion 
Main languages spoken in the district are Hindi. 
Bengali and Urdu. 
Religion-wise breakup of population is indicated 
below as per 1991 census: 
Hindus : 1093857, Muslims : 727566, Chris t ians: 
1756, Sikhs : 1885, Buddhists : 23 , J a i n s : 248, 
Other religions and persuasions: 21 , Religion not stated: 
24. 
5.1.4 Geography and Physical Features 
The land of the district is formed of soft clayey soil 
along the rivers Ganga and Mahananda (in the south and 
east of old Purnia district) and hard clayey soil along the 
banks of the Mahananda and Ganga. This par t of the 
district is very fertile. The surface alluvium consis ts of a 
deep bed of sand. All the rivers flow out of Himalayas and 
deposit silt on a gradually subsiding surface. There is a 
small hill of calcareous belt called Chotapahar near 
Manihari. 
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The forests and the wild life have almost completely 
disappeared by now. Some teak, sal, sakhua, sheesham, 
palas, pipal and simal trees are still found. Formerly the 
old Purnia district (including the present Katihar district) 
was a paradise for sportsmen in search of wild game. 
5.1.5 Rivers, Canals and Waterways 
The Ganges, the Mahananda and the Kosi are the 
important rivers flowing through the district. However, the 
Ganges and the Kosi had their devastating impact on the 
district. The Kosi had the unenviable reputat ion as a river 
of illomen and it was notorious for the rapidity of its 
stream, the dangerous and uncertain ratre of its bed and 
the desolation caused by its flood. It was known as the 
sorrow of Bihar. However, it has been tamed to a large 
extent after the implementation of Kosi project and 
erection of the Kosi Barrage. 
5.1.6 Agriculture and Irrigation 
The principal agricultural crops of the district are 
paddy, wheat, ju te , maize, potato and oil seeds. Although 
there are some variations from area to area depending 
upon the availability or irrigational facilities, double-
189 
cropping is in vogue in most of the areas . Katihar is one of 
these districts where irrigation is practised in a very 
limited way and is not much needed either. The need of 
systematic irrigation had not been felt before because 
ordinarily the rainfall is ample and the soil in most parts 
retains the moisture well. The rivers and rivulets also 
assure abundan t supply of water. Still after independence 
considerable at tent ion has paid to the provision of 
irrigational facilities in the district by means of flood 
control measures as well as irrigational channels etc. The 
gigantic Kosi project has resulted in complete 
transformation, as it were, of the district. In addition to 
the major irrigational scheme of Kosi, irrigational 
potentiality of the district has also been enhanced through 
the implementation of various medium and minor 
irrigation schemes, surface percolation wells, rahat pumps 
and low lift pumps , etc. Out of the 11 blocks of the 
district, so far only 5 blocks viz, Katihar, Korha, Falka, 
Barari and Manihari have assured irrigation in some 
areas. The rest have to depend, naturally, on various other 
sources of irrigation. 
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5.2 Bathipur and Its Surroundings 
The name of the village under study is Bathipur.2 (It 
ha s been shown in map 1.1). It is located in the present 
district of Katihar^ in north Bihar. This village is in Kursa'^ 
block, Bathipur is on the bank of the Kosi River. It is 
located near a railway station. It is also connected with 
the National Highway No. 3 1 . Bathipur is two Kilometers 
north of Kursa. 
The river Ganges is three Kilometers to the south of 
the village. This is a point where the Kosi merges with the 
Ganges. To the east of this point, about six kilometers 
there is a famous Karagola ghat.^ This ghat had a ferry 
service before the British raj.^ It was also an important 
shipping centre from which goods were sent by big boats 
to Calcutta and Patna. This ghat was one of the 
connecting points for the Grand Trunk Road. Thus , this 
area had good t ransport facilities both by road and 
waterway, during the pre-British period. In the early 
twentieth century, the British introduced the railways and 
improved the roadways in this area and in other par ts of 
the country. Now, this area has good t ransport facilities, 
both by road and railways. Improved t ransporta t ion 
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opened the way for t raders and merchan t s . It also 
at tracted entrepreneur farmers interested in indigo, 
sugarcane and tobacco farming. 
5.2.1 Background 
Bathipur has a total population of 6396 persons in 
693 households belonging to different cas tes . These castes 
have been grouped into three categories of forward, 
backward and scheduled castes for analytical purposes . 
Out of the total population of 6396, number of males is 
3288 (51%) and number of females is 3108 (49%). Total 
population between 0-6 age group is 1419 (22%) in which 
number of males is 717 (51%) and number of females is 
702 (49%). Total number of Hterate persons is 2503 (39%) 
in which number of literate males is 1649 (66%) and 
females is 854 (34%). Total population of scheduled castes 
is 1480 (23%) and scheduled tribes is 12 (0.18%o). 
Consti tuents of the caste groups in Bathipur and 
share of landholding (in acres) household wise has been 
shown in table 5.3. 
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(Source: Circle Officer's Village Records, Bathipur, 2003) 
The above table shows that the forward cas tes group 
const i tutes 7%, the scheduled castes group-22%, the 
backward castes group-71% of the total households . And 
23%, 4%, and 73% of the total land is shared by the 
forward castes, scheduled castes and backward castes 
respectively. There are 15 Grihasts in this village who are 
having 10 acres of land or more than that . Grihasts are 
able to support themselves. The number of Tenant 
cultivators is 55 and that of Petty cultivators is 156. 
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Tenant cultivators have j u s t enough land to support 
themselves but in addition they have to lease in land to 
work as t enan t s (the land group in the category of between 
0.01 to 0.50 acres of land tends to do most of the leasing 
in). Petty cultivators are unable to support themselves on 
the small t ract of land and so, they are obliged to lease it 
out and to work as landless labourers . Rests are having 
less than one acre of land. Every household has its own 
land to live-in. The number of agricultural labourers is 
very high. 
This village is located in the Kosi canal command 
area very near to the canal. The researcher eventually 
selected Bathipur because of its location in the command 
area of the Kosi canal. 
Before the abolition of zamindari in Bihar, this Kursa 
block had been part of the estate of the Darbhanga raj, the 
largest zamindari in the state. According to block officials, 
Bathipur was endowed with large t rac ts of level land tha t 
genuinely benefited from canal water in the beginning of 
the canal irrigation, unlike several villages in low-lying 
areas, which were subject to water logging, especially after 
the monsoons. Owing to its location and topography, it is 
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capable of growing both kharif and rabi crops, also unlike 
the other villages where kharif crops predominated. 
The immigrants to this area must have decided to 
settle here after a positive assessment of the significance 
of the location of this area. Raj Darbhanga had taken a 
keen interest in capitalist farming in Bathipur. It is said 
that Musahar and Past tolas''' were settled in Bathipur 
under the instruction of the amlas^ of raj Darbhanga. Raj 
Darbhanga amlas needed agricultural labourers for 
intensive cultivation. It was inconvenient to get 
agricultural labourers from distant areas . Consequently, 
they persuaded the agricultural labourers to settle in 
Bathipur in the late 19*^ century. Most of the descendants 
of these agricultural labourers continue to be agricultural 
labourers because they are landless. 
The main sett lement has a distinct social identity by 
virtue of its being situated caste wise. There are specialist 
castes belonging to the backward caste categories residing 
in the village such as barbers {Hajams), washermen 
{Dhobis), carpenters [Kamars), oil pressers {Telis), etc. 
Many of the members of the specialist castes residing in 
Bathipur at the time of the fieldwork were actively 
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involved in agricultural activities as landowners, tenants 
or labourers and were intrinsic to the agrarian class 
structure. 
Attention was initially focussed on the residents of 
the main village settlement in order to undertake intense 
study. 
5.3 Land Ownership in Bathipur 
The salient features of the agrarian structure of the 
Kosi Area are: extreme concentration in the ownership of 
land, absentee landlordism with all its accompanying 
evils, widespread share-cropping characterized by 
insecurity of tenure, rack-renting, and other outrageous 
inequities, as well as a multitudinous population of 
landless agricultural labourers eking out a precarious 
livelihood under the extant semi-feudal relations of 
production in agriculture. 
In the districts of Katihar, Purnea and Saharsa, the 
concentration in the ownership of land is in all probability 
greater than in the rest of Bihar. It will, of course, be 
extremely difficult to ascertain the exact degree of 
concentration in the ownership of land. For, in the context 
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of the legislative efforts made to impose a ceiling on 
agricultural holdings, the landowners have been quite 
naturally reluctant to disclose the t ru th . They have made 
every conceivable effort to conceal the t rue extent of land 
owned by them. Almost all the big landowners have 
resorted to large scale transfers of land to avoid and evade 
the ceiling law. Some of these transfers were permitted 
under the Bihar Ceiling Law, an interest ing piece of 
legislation riddled with built-in loopholes. Some were 
downright fraudulent benami t ransact ions . But, in most 
cases, even after such transfers, the old landlords 
continue to be the real and effective owners of vast areas 
of agricultural land. Neither sample survey nor even 
complete enumerat ion of holdings can be expected to 
reveal the t rue state of affairs. The empirical observations 
can provide no firm basis for coming to any definite 
conclusion regarding the degree of concentrat ion in the 
ownership of land. They do, however, clearly indicate that 
the ownership of land in the Kosi Area is highly 
concentrated. 
Another feature of the agrarian s t ruc ture of the 
region is absentee landlordism. The big landlords of the 
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Kosi Area particularly of the district of Katihar and Purnea 
own land in several scattered villages. Often, these villages 
are located at considerable distance from each other. In 
such a situation, even when the landlord lives in one of 
the villages in which he owns some land, he is 
unavoidably an absentee landlord as far as his 
possessions in the other villages are concerned. As a 
matter of fact, many of the big landlords of the region 
lived in towns far away from their land. It has been 
observed that these absentee landowners seldom invested 
in land development; nor did they bother to put their land 
to the best possible use . They clung on to their land, 
partly out of habit and partly to appropriate the unearned 
increments that accrue from the steady appreciation of 
land values. 
The most significant characterist ic of the agrarian 
set-up of Bathipur was widespread share-cropping. 
Perhaps there is no other region in the country where the 
incidence of share-cropping was so high. This 
preponderance of share-cropping was the inevitable 
concomitant of the features discussed earlier. When 
holdings were very large but fragmented, widespread 
198 
share-cropping was unavoidable under conditions of 
traditional agriculture. On the basis of a 20 per cent 
sample survey, it was found in the 1961 census that , in 
the district of Purnea, 45% of the households cultivated 
lands which were owned by them, 15% cultivated leased in 
lands, and 40 per cent were mixed tenancies. 
A sample survey conducted in 1968 showed that , in 
Purnea district, 23.36 per cent of the land was cultivated 
on share-cropping basis and that 43 per cent of the 
cultivators were share-croppers. The 1961 census report 
itself says: "The possibility of concealment in furnishing 
information relating to the extent of share-cropping 
cannot be ruled out". Persons familiar with field 
conditions are inclined to think that not less than 40 
percent of the area was under share-cropping. And, in the 
Kosi Area, share-cropping was practised on terms very 
unfavourable to the share-croppers. Share-croppers had to 
meet the entire cost of cultivation and yet give half the 
produce to the landowner. Though the Bihar Tenancy Act 
affords a measure of protection to them, the share-
croppers, in practice, continue to be tenants-at-will . As 
they enjoy no security of tenure, the legal provision, which 
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fixes the land-lords share at 25 per cent of the gross 
produce, remains a dead-letter. Share-croppers who tried 
to get their claims established, or insisted on giving only 
one-fourth of the produce to the land-owner faced certain 
ejectment. 
This village is also noted for the preponderance of 
agricultural labourers among the workers in agriculture. 
According to the 1971 census, agricul tural labourers 
const i tuted 50.62 per cent of the workers in agriculture in 
the district of Purnea. Most of the agricul tural labourers 
remain unemployed during the slack season, and the 
prevailing agricultural wages are among the lowest in the 
country. Most of the landless labourers remain a t tached to 
individual families of landowners for whom they have to 
work when there is work to be done. In re turn , they get 
small areas of land to be cultivated on a share-cropping 
basis . As the landowner is also invariably the 
moneylender, his stranglehold on the agricul tural 
labourers at tached to his household is complete. Thus , the 
agrarian s t ructure of the Kosi Area reveals the survival of 
semi-feudal characterist ics . 
The benefits accruing from the Kosi Project are 
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twofold: first, those result ing from flood protection, and 
secondly, those from irrigation. The Kosi Project has 
afforded protection from annua l inundat ion to about 6.5 
lakh acres of land in north Bihar. Some of the benefits 
resulting from the flood protection works, such as freedom 
from physical discomfort or suffering and improved heal th 
conditions, have been shared by all sections of the 
population. Flood protection has also led to assured 
re turns from agriculture and to spectacular appreciation 
in land values. The size-class distr ibution of holdings 
being very skewed, the newfound agricultural prosperity 
has been shared unequally. 
With the completion of the Kosi Project, the area has 
experienced considerable agricultural prosperity. Land 
values have appreciated phenomenally. In the result , 
persons owning large areas of land have benefited greatly. 
Small holders have also benefited from the flood protection 
works and the canal system. However, they have not been 
able to make full use of the irrigation in the absence of 
access to the necessary inputs . Furthermore, their 
dependence on moneylenders and subs tant ia l landowners 
for credit has rendered the position of the small holders 
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extremely vulnerable. The enhanced land values and the 
increased productivity of land have whetted the appetite of 
the bigger landowners and money-lenders to acquire more 
land and expand the size of their holdings; and many a 
small holder has been obliged to mortgage or sell his land 
to big landowners. The position of the sharecroppers has 
become even more precarious. In the past , before the 
taming of the Kosi, agriculture in this area was a very 
hazardous occupation. With a wanton river changing its 
course frequently, and its channel cut t ing through 
agricultural land overnight and large t racts being 
subjected to annua l inundation, agriculture in the Kosi 
Area was a gamble. The region was notoriously unheal thy. 
In such a si tuation, it was small wonder tha t the big and 
medium landowners preferred to get their land cultivated 
by sharecroppers , who were mostly members of the 
scheduled castes and scheduled tr ibes. With the 
completion of the Kosi Project, there has been marked 
improvement in heal th conditions and agricultural 
productivity. These improvements, along with the steep 
rise in land values, by themselves would have given 
enough incentive to the landowners to get rid of the 
sharecroppers . Unfortunately for the share-croppers , this 
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period also coincide with the era of half-hearted legislative 
and administrat ive efforts to protect them. These halting 
measures of land reform have had the unfortunate effect 
of impelling the landowners to hasten the ejectment of 
their sharecroppers . The result has been widespread 
agrarian disputes in the area, particularly in some par t s of 
the district. The land-owners have generally succeeded in 
oust ing sharecroppers belonging to the scheduled castes 
from the land they had been cultivating for generations. 
As the scheduled tribes are a proud people with a degree 
of social cohesion, they have been able to put up some 
res is tance. In many a case, the landowners resorted to 
brute force to eject the tribal sharecroppers. The high 
water mark of the atrocities committed against the 
sharecroppers was reached in an incident in Purnea 
district in November 1971, when fourteen Adivasis were 
murdered in broad daylight. There is ample reason to 
believe tha t the Kosi Project is partly responsible for the 
worsening of the conditions of the share-croppers, many of 
whom have been pushed down the social ladder to swell 
the r anks of landless labourers. The irony of the situation 
is that , even after the old sharecroppers are evicted, the 
landowners seldom bother to cultivate the land personally. 
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In most cases, they get the land cultivated by new share-
croppers who are not likely to claim tenancy rights. 
Considering that prices have been steadily rising 
year after year, the economic conditions of the agricultural 
labourers in the Kosi area have perhaps deteriorated in 
recent years. At any rate, there has been no improvement. 
Thus, briefly stated, the benefits of the project have been 
shared in the following manner: substant ia l landowners 
have benefited substantially, small landowner have made 
small gains but their position has become vulnerable, 
sharecroppers have suffered greatly, and landless 
labourers survive in more or less the same conditions of 
abject poverty in which they have always lived.^ 
Land is concentrated in a few hands in Bathipur. 
Table 5.3 shows the break up of the share of the land held 
by each household caste wise. It is evident that scheduled 
castes and backward castes households are more landless 
than forward castes. On the other hand, scheduled castes 
households do not own more than one acre of land. 
The phenomenon is interesting from the point of view 
of caste solidarity, as opposed to land holders ' interests . 
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especially at the time of hiring labour for intensive 
agriculture. Most of the agricultural labourers belong to 
the scheduled castes. Some of them belong to the 
backward castes. These agricultural labourers are hired 
by Grihasts and Tenant cultivators. During the peak 
season, the demand for agricultural labourers increases 
when agricultural labourers from the scheduled castes 
demand higher wages from the forward castes than from 
the backward castes. A plausible explanation for this is 
that forward castes cultivators avoid engaging in manua l 
and hard work. They prefer a supervisory kind of work in 
farming and rely more on hired labour for their farming. 
The backward castes group tends to lease in the land 
more than the scheduled castes and forward caste groups. 
The land group in the category of between 0.01 to 0.50 
acres of land tends to do most of the leasing in. All of 
them mostly happen to be concentrated in the backward 
castes group. 
The forward castes group tends to lease-out more 
than the other castes group. Scheduled castes lease out 
the least. 
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The backward castes hire in most of the labour days 
while forward castes hire in a little less than the backward 
castes and the scheduled castes hire in the labour days 
the least. Within the backward castes, land size group of 5 
acres and above, does most of the hiring in. However, the 
hiring in of the labour days does not have a positive 
association with an increase in the size of the land 
holding. The hiring in of labour days appears to depend on 
the intensity of farming rather than on the size of the land 
holding. 
Only the backward castes and scheduled castes 
groups are engaged in hiring out the labour days. Forward 
caste is not engaged in hiring out. The scheduled castes 
group hires out the most. 
Most of the agricultural implements like t ractors , 
pump-sets , borings and other agricultural machinery are 
in the hand of the backward castes . Some of them are 
owned by the forward castes . The scheduled cas tes on the 
other hand do not have any of these agricultural 
implements. The higher the land size group, the greater 
the agricultural implements they posses. 
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The traditional agricultural implements and cattle 
such as bullocks, cows, calves, buffaloes, goats, pigs, 
ploughs and carts are owned by all the caste groups. In 
fact, the scheduled caste has more of these than the 
forward castes. The backward caste has the most of these. 
5.4 The Classes in Bathipur 
The 693 households consti tuting the four principal 
classes have been categorized as 'grihast ' , ' tenant 
cultivator', 'petty cultivator' and ' landless labourer ' . i^The 
researcher has deliberately used the term grihast, mainly 
because there is no English equivalent that is capable of 
reflecting the nuances of the ground realities. On the 
other hand, English terms have been adopted for the three 
other classes because the available local terms do not 
comprehensively cover the implications of each of them. 
Grihasts belong to upper and middle castes and are 
independent operators of land. They use hired labour for 
agricultural operations. They derive social power by 
maintaining contacts with the local officials. A small 
proportion of the land operated by grihasts can be leased 
in but this does not substantial ly alter their image as 
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independent operators of land, using the labour power of 
others . It is important to stress that this feature 
encapsula tes all grihasts, irrespective of the castes to 
which they belong or their position in the scale of 
landholding. Grihast women do not work in the fields. 
There is a striking difference between the wives of a Yadav 
grihast and tha t of a Yadav petty cultivator. The latter, 
like most other women of her class, works for wages, 
whereas the former does not. Grihasts are divided by their 
heterogeneous caste membership. While they exploit their 
labourers economically, they lack the capacity to dominate 
the community socially. 
Tenant cultivators mostly belong to the middle 
cas tes . They occupy a minor position in the class 
s t ruc ture of Bathipur . They own a little land and most of 
the land they operate is leased in. They hire in labour for 
the cultivation of their small holding. They never hire 
themselves out to others as labour. Several tenant 
cultivators referred to themselves as bataidars and some 
said tha t they were grihasts. Unlike typical bataidars, 
most tenant cultivators also have independent control over 
small t rac ts of land. In conformity with grihast model, the 
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performance of most agricultural operations by tenant 
cultivators depends upon hired labour and they do not 
themselves work for others. 
Mainly Dalits consti tute the petty cultivators. They 
held a marginal position in the structure of land control. 
As the amount of land is inadequate for subsistence, they 
hire themselves out as agricultural labourers. This class 
also includes those who do not own any land. Many 
members of this class simply describe themselves as jan 
(labourers). The members of this class straddle several 
systems of production relations. Majority are unable to 
lease in any land. All of them perform cultivation by and 
large through labour drawn from the household. 
Significantly, since the land operated is inadequate for 
subsis tence, the able-bodied members, men as well as 
women are constrained to sell their labour power to 
others . The precarious position of petty cultivators as 
operators of land in Bathipur is a consequence of the 
changing times. Before the 1970s, many such persons 
were likely to have been bataidars. 
Landless labourers depend entirely on the sale of 
their labour power for subsistence. The members of this 
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class are the principal producers in contemporary 
Bathipur agriculture. A substant ial number of the 
households in the village belong to this class. They are 
drawn from a range of castes. An overwhelming majority of 
the households constituting Musahar, Markande, Dom, 
Dusadh, Chamar,Pasi and others, castes belong to this 
class. 
The classes outlined above can be viewed as 
categories occupying specific positions in the agrarian 
economy of the village. They do not explicitly convey the 
notion of conflict groups. 
The dominance of landholders both in terms of caste 
and class has placed them in a relation of opposition to 
petty cultivators and landless labourers who are subject to 
their exploitation. The pursui t of cultivation under the 
personal charge of a landholder inevitably leads to the 
preponderance of hired labour over tenancy. The relative 
insignificance of the latter was evident not only from the 
small number of tenant cultivators - a number liable to be 
reduced even further because of the widening sweep of 
tractorization - but also from the precarious position of 
those petty cultivators who lease in land. In fact, 
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agricultural labour is the only enduring means of 
livelihood for petty cultivators. The poverty of their 
material circumstances has led them to the bottom of the 
class ladder. As a consequence of the changing times 
landless labourers have been constrained to remain bound 
to their class, whereas before the 1970s, they could aspire 
to becoming bataidars by raising plough teams and leasing 
in land. With no scope for earning a living except through 
their labour power, they are under the domination of their 
employers. Owing to the unique conditions of existence 
governing the lives of landless labourers and petty 
cultivators in Bathipur, the two classes can be regarded as 
together consti tuting members of an underclass . 
It can be argued tha t the adoption of the new 
technology benefited mainly the upper s t ra tum of agrarian 
society and led to more inequalities. The technological 
intervention through canal irrigation and tractorization 
has benefited the large land owners and tends to worsen 
the situation for t enan t s and petty cultivators. The 
polarized class si tuation in this Kosi region can be 
regarded as symptomatic of a wider social reality. 
It can be suggested that the existing class s t ructure 
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is showing the pat tern of polarization. The low level of 
economic development in north Bihar and the relative 
absence of employment opportunities outside agriculture 
are critical factors that are likely to aggravate the 
pauperization of the underc lass . 
5.5 Kosi Canal 
The Eastern and the Rajpur canal systems provide 
irrigation to the districts of Katihar, Purnea and Saharsa 
in North Bihar. These districts together const i tute what is 
popularly known as the Kosi Area. Construction of a canal 
under the Kosi project was an important step for irrigation 
in Purnea and Saharsa^d i s t r i c t s (see map 5.2). The 27 
miles long main eastern Kosi Canal takes off above the 
barrage at Bhimnagar. Excavation work of the canal was 
taken up in 1955. The work was completed in 1959. After 
the construct ion of the main canal and its b ranches , the 
canal was expected to irrigate 13.79 lakh acres of land in 
the districts of Purnea and Saharsa. The main canal fed 
the four branch canals , viz., Murliganj branch, Jankinagar 
branch, Banmankhi branch and Araria branch; except 
first which is in Saharsa district the other three branches 
fall in Purnea district. 
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Map 5.2 Map of Canal Command Area of Purnea and Katihar 
Canal Command Area of Purnea & 
/' Katihar Districts 
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The irrigation system came into operation by 1962-
63 . In order to protect the crops and villages from 
inundat ion, embankments have been made. In the north of 
Purnea district, there are some small protective 
embankments , w^ith a total length of IV2 miles, erected by 
the District Board to prevent the eastward trend of Kosi. 
Further south, on the east bank of the Damdaha Kosi, 
there is a private embankment , called the Sirsi Bandh, 
erected by the Sirsi Factory and Gondwara concern to 
protect the land under indigo cultivation. Large training 
works of a modern type have also been erected by the 
Bengal and North-Western Railway at the point where the 
Kosi enters the Ganges. The most important railway 
embankment in the district is tha t of the Bengal and 
North-Western Railway, which runs along the south of the 
district parallel to the Ganges from Kursela to Katihar. It 
forms an effective barrier against the Ganges floods. Much 
of the land adjoining it is uncultivated and there is danger 
of lands going out of cultivation owing to permanent 
water-logging and of lands at present cultivable but 
uncult ivated being rendered entirely unfit for cultivation. 
The name of the canal in the village is Koskipur 
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minor. Water is taken into the canal from the Kursela 
distr ibutory. The source of this Kursela distributory is 
Purnea Branch canal. In the beginning, its discharging 
capacity was 504.85 cusec water and covered 24247 acres 
of land for irrigation. But, owing to the heavy siltation, the 
capacity of the canal has reduced substantial ly. Its 
discharging capacity is j u s t 33.54 cusec water and covers 
only 1115.00 acres of land. 
The highest flood level of river Kosi in Kursela is 
32.000 metres . Water level of Kosi in off seasons generally 
gets down by 7-8 metres. It generally remains 23.000 
metres . It touches the lowest level in April and s tar ts 
rising from May to October. In 1978, it reached to 31.845 
h.f.l.(m) and in 1998, it attained the maximum level of 
32.040 h.f.l.(m) and the region had experienced the most 
devastat ing flood. Though the embankments and guide 
bandhs have checked the frequency of flood, it has not 
totally controlled the flood. The ring barrage called 
Shankar Bandh has been made through Kursela to 
Manihari for controlling the frequency of the flood brought 
by the river Kosi. 
The peak discharge occurs in July and August except 
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a few abnormal impacts the high flood occurs as late as in 
September. It appears that flood of higher magnitude 
occurs in J u n e . As such period of mid JUI3' to the end of 
August is considered as dangerous period of river Kosi. 
A number of Gauge stations have been established 
since 1996 -
1. At Manihari near the confluence of Kari Kosi with 
river Ganga. 
2. At the railway bridge on river Kari Kosi, Katihar-
Barauni Railway line. 
3. At Kursela railway bridge (on river Kosi), and at 
many other places. 
Gauge reports are received by Central Flood 
Forecasting organisation. Gauge reading is observed daily 
at 6 A.M. and 6 P.M. when the river remains below danger 
level. Additional reading is taken at 12 noon and 12 mid 
night when the river at tains above danger level. 
Soil: 
The soil is alluvial, in the area watered by the Kosi, it 
is sandy. The contour on the whole is extremely flat with 
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undulat ions noticeable mostly in old riverbeds. The Kosi 
area lying on the west is mostly sandy. This is the tract 
through which the main Kosi had flown and had deposited 
sand from year to year. A clay soil known as karari is 
found in the area. Another name given to a soil in which 
clay predominates is matiar. A sandy soil is baluar or 
simply balu. 
When an officer of the irrigation depar tment of 
Katihar was asked to comment on the Kosi project, he 
told: 
'This irrigation project had experienced shortage of 
finances for completing the project, leading to delays and, 
in turn, the cost escalations which aggravated the 
situation. The project had taken as long as fifteen to 
twenty years with costs rising as high as 400 per cent of 
the original est imates. Quite apart from this direct rise in 
costs is the indirect cost in terms of the direct and 
indirect benefits foregone, which would have resulted from 
early fructification of the investment. Further , due to the 
financial stringency, very often economy is attempted 
through foregoing the construction of some 'optional' 
s t ructures or supportive investments like the lining of 
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canals, or in the case of drainage systems, the link drains 
are not constructed and are left to be constructed by the 
beneficiaries on their own initiative. Absence of lining 
leads to increased seepage losses, to a higher probability 
of water logging, requiring additional expenditure on 
subsequent soil reclamation. Similarly, ignoring link 
drains in fact aggravates drainage problems since the 
beneficiaries do not perform the expected tasks of 
maintaining the water-outlet. The piecemeal construct ion 
has adversely affected the re tu rns on the entire 
investment. Problems of cost escalation, delays, bad 
planning of the works and waste appear to be associated 
with this project. Note should be taken of the specific 
problems tha t arise not only in the construction of the 
asset but also its maintenance and delivery system. 
A critical factor affecting the utilization of irrigation 
through canal was the need for proper maintenance of the 
entire system. Poor compliance with maintenance 
requirements affected the ul t imate discharging capacity of 
the canal. Also, the poor maintenance of the main canal 
network, i.e. from the head works to the outlet, aggravates 
the variability in water discharge. The problems of 
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sedimentation, weed clearance and breaches of canal 
banks - accidental or deliberate - presented major 
problems. 
The condition of canal was far from satisfactory. The 
proper maintenance had not been accorded due 
importance by the state administrative body in charge of 
financial d isbursement . The allocation of grants for the 
maintenance was done on a yearly ad hoc basis , which 
was far short of the requirements . For example, as against 
a recommendation for the maintenance funds at the rate 
of Rs. 50.00 per hectare of the Gross Irrigated Area during 
1970s, the rate of expenditure worked out to be only Rs. 
5.00 per hectare and even out of that , more than 60 
percent was required to meet the 'establishment charges' . 
Difficulties arose out of the bureaucrat ic functioning 
of the Irrigation Department which consumed a high 
proportion of the funds for its running organizational 
expenses, leaving a small proportion for the actual 
execution of the works. 
The lack of maintenance of watercourses at the 
terminal level further aggravated the erratic na ture of 
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supply. Canal network delivered water to a group of 
private individuals, whose fields were watered by the 
part icular outlet. 
Beyond this point, it was they who were supposed to 
organise the water sharing, i.e. the sequence of respective 
tu rns , laying out of the field channels and their 
maintenance, etc. The organisation of the maintenance 
was characterised by operational aspects which adversely 
affected the discharge. Firstly, it was done manually. 
Being a clumsy process, repeated manual clearance upset 
the level of the waterbed in the course. Secondly, 
maintenance was the joint responsibility of all the 
shareholders of the outlet. For the flow to be maintained 
to the end, it was necessary for all the shareholders to 
contribute to the cleaning operation. If some of the 
shareholders did not participate in this arrangement; it 
led to a low level of or even abandonment of use of canals 
by the remaining shareholders due to the consequent 
reduction in discharge. ' 2^ 
5.6 Under Utilization of Irrigation 
There are several reasons for the under utilization of 
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the irrigation potential which has been created. Some of 
these reasons are common to most river-valley projects in 
the country, while some are specific to the Kosi Project. 
The familiar reasons such as delay in the construction of 
water courses, absence of field channels, lack of at tention 
to land levelling, neglect of drainage and water 
management, failure to evolve suitable cropping pa t te rns , 
fragmented na ture of holdings, inadequacy of agricultural 
extension, and constraints in the supply of credit, seeds, 
fertilizers - have all made their contribution to the under 
utilization of the available water in the Kosi area also. 
Some of these obstacles are, perhaps, of a more serious 
na ture in the Kosi Area than in the command areas of 
most other river-valley projects. For instance, the 
undulat ing na ture of the land is a very serious problem in 
the Kosi area. As mentioned earlier, the river had laid 
waste large t racts of territory, by depositing huge 
quanti t ies of sand here and there. A survey has shown 
that , out of the command area, about 3.37 lakh acres fall 
above the gravity command, and, therefore, would not in 
any case get irrigation. The survey has also shown that 
about 6.48 lakh water logging also is quite serious. It has 
been estimated that about 3.68 lakh acres of the 
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command area remain waterlogged. The heavy load of silt 
and sand brought down by the river gets deposited in the 
canals obstructing the flow of water. Delay in desilting 
and failure to keep the canal system in proper trim have 
also contributed to the under utilization of the available 
water. One of the important reasons for the slow progress 
in the utilization of irrigation is that this area has an 
average annua l rainfall of about 60 to 65 inches. The 
rainfall is fairly well distributed from April to September 
and normally two crops of ju te and paddy can be grown 
without irrigation. In such a situation, an irrigation 
scheme is more or less an insurance against the 
occasional failure of ra ins . This situation has been 
rendered more difficult by an outmoded and irrational 
system, under which the cultivators have the option to 
decide every season whether or not they would draw water 
from the canals. Naturally, the cultivators watch the 
behaviour of the monsoon for some weeks, and, only if 
rainfall is deficient, do they ask for water. Several years 
ago, a committee appointed by the state government had 
recommended that the system should be abolished, and 
that within the command area where supply of water was 
assured, the cultivators should be required to pay water 
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rates irrespective of whether or not they took water in a 
part icular season. The state government has , however, not 
yet seen its way to aboHshing the old system. 
The constraints discussed above explain to some 
extent why kharif irrigation has not extended beyond 40 
percent of the project estimate. But they do not afford the 
full explanation for the under utilization. And none of 
these reasons explains why utilization of water during the 
rahi and summer seasons is far below the rate of 
utilization during the kharif season. The reasons for the 
gross underutil ization of water during the rahi and 
summer seasons are rooted in the agrarian s t ruc ture of 
this area. The concentration in the ownership of land and 
the widespread share-cropping on terms grossly unfair to 
the sharecroppers, are the main reasons for the under 
utilization of water during the rahi and summer seasons. 
It has been observed that big landlords usually grow rahi 
crops only on a portion of the land owned by them and 
leave the rest of the holding fallow. They have shown little 
enthusiasm for full utilization of the available water to 
grow rahi and summer crops. In this area, the dominant 
crop is winter paddy, harvested towards the end of 
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November or early December. Immediately after 
harvesting, the cultivators get only two to three weeks to 
prepare the land and to sow wheat. Under conditions of 
traditional agriculture, using bullocks for draught power -
and emaciated scrub bullocks at tha t - the farmers found it 
extremely difficult to operate a larger area. The 
fragmented nature of the holdings and the fact that many 
of the big landlords are absentee landlords, have made the 
situation more difficult. The large size of the holdings is, 
without doubt, one of the main reasons for the low 
utilization of the irrigation potential. 
Share-cropping is an equally important constraint . 
According to the terms under which sharecropping is 
practised in the Kosi area, all the inputs have to be 
provided by the sharecroppers themselves; yet, share-
cropper must give half the produce in each season to the 
landowner. Experience shows that , in the Kosi area, an 
average crop of paddy yielding about 4 to 5 quintals can 
be grown without applying chemical fertilizer or using 
improved seeds. But growing wheat is a more costly 
proposition. At the share-cropper has to meet the entire 
expenditure, and particularly as he has to borrow money 
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on usur ious terms, it would be entirely foolish on his part 
to grow wheat. That is why the land under share-cropping 
usually remains uncultivated during the rabi season. 
The question arises, why is it tha t the landowner 
does not agree to share the cost or reduce his share of the 
produce to less than half. After all, he will be a gainer 
even if he shares the cost of the inputs or agrees to a 
smaller share of the produce. One of the reasons for the 
behaviour of the landowner is probably to be found in his 
apprehension tha t if a share-cropper cultivates the same 
plot all the year round, he many successfully claim 
tenancy rights. After the harvesting of paddy, the land 
remains fallow for several months , and it is easy for the 
landowner to throw out the sharecropper when the land is 
fallow. Another reason appears to be that the landowners 
look upon their land essentially as a form of wealth, the 
value of which is appreciating year after year; they are not 
overly concerned about the annual re turns . Furthermore, 
in the semi-feudal set-up of the Kosi area, the big 
landowners are yet to acquire the dynamism of capitalist 
farmers. Such being the state of affairs, it is obvious that 
there can be no marked improvement in the utilization of 
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the irrigation potential in the command area of the Kosi 
Project- particularly during the rabi and summer seasons-
unless the existing agrarian structure is replaced by a 
more egalitarian one. 
A major weakness of the institutional s t ructur ing of 
irrigation is reflected in the persistent and large gaps 
between irrigation potential and utilization. The reason for 
such a gap is the poor maintenance of field channels . The 
administrative and managerial inefficiency is an important 
reason for malfunctioning and under-utilization of 
irrigation. Only the 'supply' or 'availability' aspect of 
irrigation has been taken and the conditions of production 
and economic and social differentiation among users have 
not been given due attention. 
The investment in irrigation - public and private -
influences the conditions of production, not only through 
its technological impact, but through shaping the process 
of development, with differential consequences on the 
economic position of different classes. Not only is the 
access to irrigation different among th-e varied classes but 
there are discriminating factors that also affect the 
utilization and its efficacy in use by these different 
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categories of users . Thus irrigation influences relative 
economic position of the different users and generates a 
dynamics of growth through these interrelations. 
The causes of under utilization can broadly be 
classified as follows: those that locate the malfunctioning 
of irrigation systems in technical factors; those that 
explain it by the absence of suitable infrastructure and 
inst i tut ions; and finally, those which view the utilizational 
problems as a part of the totality of production conditions 
tha t confront different socio-economic categories of 
cultivators. It is maintained that the main causes for 
reducing the level of utilization of canals are to be found 
in the incomplete construction of irrigation works, 
particularly of watercourses below the outlet, poor 
maintenance of the main canal network (which often leads 
to silt deposit or weed growth) and improper maintenance 
of the watercourses. Water losses occur furthermore, what 
with 'stealing' of water during peak periods. In the case of 
tube-wells, faulty construction and maintenance often 
entail erratic, unreliable and costly supplies, with a faulty 
construction leading to a rather low discharge per unit of 
electricity. Another factor influencing utilization is the 
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geographical location of the field from the source. Greater 
physical distance from the source makes the source 
inefficient for the user, hence the often discussed tail-
enders ' problem of water scarcity and irregularity. Causes 
of under utilization are mainly perceived as poor 
infrastructural facilities, poor organization of the delivery 
system, lack of credit and marketing facilities, etc. , which 
led to the Command Area Development approach with its 
emphasis on farm development and related works. The 
major reasons for the low level of utilization have been 
primarily the malfunctioning of tube-wells leading to a 
poor discharge and consequently the high cost of water 
supplied through them. The rate of breakdown of tube-
wells is very high and the repairs are under taken only 
after considerable delay. The erratic electricity supply 
discourages utilization, not only by limiting the quan tum 
of irrigation but also diminishing its reliability. Poor 
reliability of the irrigation supply during critical periods of 
production, forces the cultivator to look for alternative 
sources. 
5.7 Ecology and Agrarian Relations 
The development of agrarian relations in the village 
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since the beginning of the twentieth century was 
influenced by a major transformation in its physical 
environment. At the beginning of the century, the tract in 
the east was more conducive to agriculture than that in 
the west. The soil in the former was loamy and rich in 
alluvial deposits, whereas the land in the west, which 
included this village was regarded as infertile because of 
the sand deposited by the Kosi. The gradient of the river in 
the areas of the district, it traversed was very low. Its 
water contained a heavy load of sand washed down from 
the hills. When the river was swollen by monsoon rain, its 
own load of silt and the na ture of the terrain caused it to 
overflow its banks and inundate vast areas of surrounding 
land. The na ture of the terrain and the masses of the silt 
carried by the river led to continual changes in its course 
sometimes as much as 19 km. in jus t a year. The highly 
uncongenial environment resulting from the erratic 
behaviour of the river often caused famines and 
epidemics. This area epitomized all the negative features 
of the western t racts . The Kosi always played havoc here 
with cultivation. The following case i l lustrates the 
changing ecological conditions in the area. 
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Case-1: An old villager Sukhdev Singh (75) 
narra ted the changes in the ecological conditions by 
recollecting the memories as told to him by his grand-
father that during 1890s, there was a westward shift in 
the course of the Kosi. The following period marked a 
turning point in the ecology of this area and agriculture 
became more predictable. The wasteland fastly 
disappeared and what used to be a vast jungle area 
became a fertile and well cultivated tract. It required 
about 40-50 years for the sand deposited by the Kosi to 
become fit for the cultivation. The retreat of the river from 
the district changed the perceptions of those who wanted 
to settle in the place regarding prospects for cultivation. 
With the change in the ecological conditions of the area, 
the density of population also increased. No trace of 
marsh or jungle left. The land became stable and started 
yielding large re tu rns of valuable crops. While this area 
experienced a qualitative change in its environment and 
agriculture became relatively more predictable, by and 
large the intensity of cultivation was low. The 
development of cultivation in this area following the shift 
in the course of the Kosi has been described in the 
settlement operations conducted between 1923 and 
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1926.13 
The recollections of informants her 3 suggest that the 
importance of cattle superseded that of land for a number 
of years. 
Case-2: A senior villager, Lakhan (60) as told to him 
by his father, cited the experience of a malik, Ramchandra 
Babu, dating back to 1930, who had been owed a sum of 
approximately Rs.200 by two of his {the malik's) 
classificatory grandsons. He had demanded from them 
four buffaloes in order to settle accounts . However, they 
had appealed to him to take three acres of land instead. "If 
we give the buffaloes, then what will we eat?," they had 
pleaded. The mat ter was then sent to the panchayat, 
which had upheld their plea. 
This was corroborated by the recollections of several 
former t enan t s of maliks who pointed out tha t only a small 
proportion of the land leased in was actually cultivated. 
For example, a person who was the owner of even one pair 
of oxen and operated one plough team could lease in 15-
20 acres of land but could actually cultivate only 4 or 5 
acres in season. But now the importance of land seems to 
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be far greater than that of the cattle. 
Three categories of landholders took control over the 
lands in the village. They belonged by and large to the 
forward cas tes . The forward castes comprising Brahmin, 
Rajput and Pathan establish control over the lands in the 
village and they replicate the traditional pat tern of 
landholding whereby caste s ta tus and land control are 
closely connected. 
Earlier the tenants had been forced to relinquish their 
holdings because of the Kosi and they tried to resume 
control over their original holdings. The boundaries 
between holdings used to be obliterated as the area was at 
the mercy of the river, powerful individuals were able to 
expand their holdings at their weaker neighbours. The 
actual cultivation of the reclaimed land was performed by 
under-ra iyats locally called bataidars on batai (produce) 
rents . They included Gangotas, Markande, the backward 
castes . Their condition was very precarious as the 
landholders took care to turn them out after four or five 
years at the most. This way they prevented them from 
acquiring occupancy rights. The second category engaged 
in the general squabble for land in the area included 
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immigrants from nearby places like Bhagalpur and 
Munger. Majority of them were relatives of employees of 
the Darbhanga zamindar. Large tracts of land were settled 
with them, and they made their living as 'rent collectors, 
and not as cultivators' . Their lands were actually 
cultivated by Musahars, Gangotas and Markandes. 
Such cultivators were subject to the arbitrary will of 
their superiors. All such actual cultivators were not 
recorded and in most of the cases, they were ignorant 
about the maintenance of their rights. 
The third category that gained from the recession of 
the Kosi consti tuted new tenants from Munger, Bhagalpur, 
with whom the Darbhanga zamindar settled virgin land. 
Tracts were assigned to the leader of a group, known as a 
pattadar, who was responsible for paying the rent. 
However, the lease was shared equally by all the members 
of the group. The other group was known as Koliatdar 
whose members contributed their respective shares of 
rents to the pattadar. The names of Koliatdar were 
unrecorded. So, their security as tenants depended upon 
the integrity of their pattadar, in whose name the lease of 
the whole tract was recorded. Some pattadars exploited 
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the position of their Koliatdars by selling the entire 
holding of which only a part was theirs . 
The tenurial arrangements made by the landholders 
with those who took control of t racts in the area as 
discussed in chapter 3, were adapted to the fluctuating 
ecological conditions. The following case supplements it. 
Case 3: A tenant cultivator, Lallan Jaisawal (60) said 
about the experiences of his grand father as told to him 
about such tenurial arrangements . He said tha t 'gutch' 
tenure was prevalent in which land was let out within 
certain boundaries for a lump sum without measur ing its 
area or fixing any rate of rent. "We were at liberty to 
under take the cultivation of land as much as we could 
cultivate. My grand father and his earlier generation 
enjoyed the privilege because the population was low and 
land was in abundance. Precision in rent assessment was 
not necessary". He said that the agricultural production 
was not stable due to non-conducive ecological conditions 
and the exploitation was not rigorous. But as the 
population started increasing and land became scarce that 
type of tenure was phased out. 
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There was gutchbandi tenure whose significance 
increased or diminished according to whether or not the 
area was flooded by the kosi. The consequences of the 
fluid na ture of such tenurial arrangements which include, 
for example, conflicts over the jurisdiction of various 
t enan ts , or the tension between them and the landholders 
over the realisation of rent form an important aspect of 
agrarian history of the region. 
It is clear from the Bose's settlement tha t the actual 
cultivators were the scheduled and the backward castes in 
this area. They were engaged in reclaiming of land. The 
talent for cultivation was exploited by the local 
landholders, under whom they laboured as bataidars on 
oral leases that could be arbitrarily terminated. The 
landholders encouraged these castes to settle in their 
respective villages. In some cases, they are said to have 
established contacts with Santhals in Santhal Parganas 
itself in the course of visits to Deogarh, a place of 
pilgrimage approximately 220 kms. from Katihar. The 
Santhals were perceived as honest and efficient cultivators 
who could be entrusted to work without surveillance. But 
their presence in this village somehow eclipsed. The 
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following s ta tement by Puru Basra (78), the oldest resident 
of the Santhal sett lement in the village, is an example of 
the c i rcumstances leading to their presence in the area: 
'My father came to this place from Deogarh long before, 
during 1930s. He was settled here by Madan Babu, a 
malik. He selected a clear space in the jungle and built a 
jhonpri (a hu t made of straw). The malik offered my father 
a loan to raise a hal (literally, raise a plough) which means 
acquiring a pair of oxen for pursuing cultivation. He was 
expected to render as much land fit for cultivation as 
possible. Before he died he had raised two hals and was 
cultivating 10-12 big has oi land'A'^ 
During the phase of land reclamation, it was not 
difficult for a prospective bataidar, who initially did not 
possess any material means of production. Since the 
landholders were were eager that as much land as 
possible should be rendered fit for agriculture, they 
ensured tha t their bataidars had the required oxen and 
ploughs to s tar t cultivation. A bataidar could purchase a 
pair of oxen either directly from his malik on deferred 
payment or from some other source by obtaining a loan 
from him. The same applied to the purchase of wood 
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which was in abundance for a plough or harrow. This 
indicates that maliks and bataidars were principal classes 
involved in production relation during the early decades of 
the twentieth century. 
A bataidar who leased in land from the landholder 
was obliged to give all the inputs and paid half the gross 
produce as rent. The dependence of the bataidar on his 
landholder for the initial lease and loans for meeting the 
cost of inputs and day to day expenditure put the latter in 
a position to graft exorbitant demands. The oppression 
can be classified into three categories-those related with 
the lease including the demands at the time of dividing the 
produce; those related with the loans taken by a bataidar, 
and those related with the subservience of a bataidar to 
the will of the landholder. 
In order to secure a lease, a bataidar was required to 
pay some rupees as salami (a form of tribute). The salami 
was equivalent to one and two-third maunds^^of the 
prevailing price of paddy. After a bataidar had produced a 
crop {such as paddy), many deductions were made from 
his share of produce. Sepahis (supervisors) were employed 
to maintain surveillance over the crops grown to ensure 
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maximum batai rent. The bataidars were exploited through 
a series of deductions made from his share and they were 
subject to the whims of the landholders. If a bataidar 
failed to redeem the debt taken from the landholder, the 
amount was subject to compound interest at each 
harvesting time. This way the bataidars remained into the 
landholder 's clutches. 
There was also a practice of taking loans in cash and 
returning it in kind. If a bataidar borrowed some rupees in 
July-August, he had to redeem the debt in Kind at the 
forthcoming maize harvest. The landholders determined 
the equivalent quantity of maize to be returned on the 
basis of a price that was lower than the market rate. If he 
failed to give the computed amount of maize in time, its 
value was then arbitrarily enhanced by obliging him to 
part with an equal but for more valued amount of 
mustered, harvested in January-Fabruary . A bataidar was 
also required to perform many kinds of tasks for his 
landholder free of cost. 
The power of landholders over their bataidars can be 
regarded as simply material and political, it was also 
strengthened by the ideology of the dominant caste, which 
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justified the unequal character of the relat ionship. The 
bataidars were denied the rent receipts and had no basis 
on which they could claim any protection under the 
relevant tenancy laws.^^ 
As a consequence, bataidars were rendered wholly 
incapable of having a voice of their own. Bose's set t lement 
supports the description of the iniquities tha t the 
bataidars had to undergo. They were treated as mere 
serfs. 
The precise manner in which maliks were classified 
in the land records {Khatian), which is irrelevant from the 
point of view of their local dominance, was impor tant for 
defining their legal position in relation to their bataidars. 
They opted for a s ta tus that gave them the maximum 
advantage over the latter. Similar issue has also been 
examined by Chakravarti.^'^ During the set t lement 
operations in the period 1901-08 (Byrnei^), landholders 
had themselves recorded as tenure-holders because it 
conferred on them the s ta tus of intermediate landlords 
between their zamindar {the Darbhanga zamindar) - the 
principal landlord - and the tenantry at large. It entitled 
them to various privileges and prestige. From the point of 
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view of such landholders, the s ta tus of a tenure-holder 
was a major liability because, in conformity with the 
relevant tenancy laws, thier bataidars were entitled to 
being recorded as raiyats, t hus protecting them against 
arbitrary eviction. Accordingly, a tenure-holder was liable 
to be hampered with a raiyat on his holding which was a 
very high price for the prestige involved. Therefore, by the 
1930s the maliks tried to have themselves reclassified as 
raiyats. By this , they could more easily asser t the fiction 
that they were the genuine cultivators, and hence, darken 
the role of their bataidars as the real tillers of the land. It 
was through this fiction that the maliks were able to 
retain their position as landholders. 
Under the Bihar Tenancy Act 1938, each household 
is allowed to have five acres of irrigated land and twelve 
acres of unirrigated land. The cadestral survey was done 
in 1903 and during 1954-57 the revisional survey was 
done by the government. Under the provisions of red card, 
each landless household has been distributed one acre of 
land. Labour court for the exploited class has been 
opened. Through these measures , it has been tried to 
control the exploitations of the underclass . 
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Agricultural operations are carried on in this area on 
Thikai9 basis. The labourer has to pay either in cash or in 
kind. For cash crops, rupees 5000 / - per acre of land is 
given and in kind, 10-12 maunds of grain per acre is 
given. 
The area which lies on the bank of the river kosi is 
called the diara area and this land remains uninhabi ted. 
The greatest problem of this area lies in the demarcation 
of each holding. The boundar ies between holdings get 
obliterated when the Kosi river water envelops the area. 
When the water recedes, all the landholders try to resume 
control over their holdings and end up squabbling. The 
powerful individuals capture and expand their holdings at 
the expense of their weaker counterpar ts . During 1952-53 
survey was carried out of all the diara land and khatian 
(record of rights) was made. 
Diara land is the degraded land because the sand 
and silt get deposited over it as a result of the change in 
the course of the river. Water remains in the diara land 
from mid J u n e to mid October. As a result , the rotation of 
crop gets stopped. Dalhan and Telhan (kind of pulses) 
sown in October and harvested in December. Wheat and 
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maize remain in the field till March-April. This land is 
most suitable for the production of vegetables. The 
following case explains the situation. 
Case 4: Radhey (55) runs a family of six including 
his wife, two sons and three daughters . One of his sons is 
engaged in non-agricultural work. He claimed to possess 
two bighas of land in the diara area during 1980s and was 
a petty cultivator. Due to the ecological conditions of that 
area, he could produce small amount of maize and delhan 
during the course of one year. As this production was 
barely enough to sus ta in his daily needs, he always used 
to take debts . As his problem multiplied with each passing 
year, he decided to sell his holding to redeem the debts he 
had taken. So, he sold his tract of land at a throw away 
price to the landlord from whom he used to take cash. 
Now, he works as a landless labourer. 
Carrying out agricultural activities is not easy in this 
Kosi diara area. This area is largely considered as no 
man 's land due to rampant criminal activities and also 
because of the difficult terrain. This is a potential trouble 
spot having nearly 1500 land holdings of the district. As 
the powerful individuals have control over the holdings, 
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the cultivators do not breathe easy during the harvesting 
seasons . The criminals extort good amount of money as 
tax to allow the cultivators harvest their crops. In fact, the 
criminals in this area run almost parallel administration 
according to the local sources. With no clear-cut 
demarcation of the agricultural holdings, in majority of 
the cases agricultural operations are being carried out by 
sharecroppers on behalf of the absentee landlords. In such 
c i rcumstances , it is the criminals whose writs run large so 
far as carrying out agricultural activities either by the 
sharecroppers or landowners themselves is concerned. 
Moreover, the panchayat level politicians like Mukhias 
enjoy close links with these criminal gangs. According to 
the local sources, they are said to be realising money from 
the cultivators on behalf of the gangsters. However, the 
local police have started operations to flush out the 
criminals from the diara belt. People have also started 
resisting against the criminal activities and they are 
coming forward to seek police help. In many cases the 
landholders of this area do not prefer to carry out any 
agricultural activity for certain seasons to escape the 
oppressions and extortion by the criminals. 
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5.8 Production relation in the Area 
While the system of sharecropping was the decisive 
mode of exploitation till the 1960s, it was subjected to 
forces that ultimately led to its replacement by wage 
labour. The Bihar Tenancy Act 1938 accorded protection to 
the bataidars . A bataidar who had been in continuous 
possession of a tract of land for twelve years would 
acquire a right of occupancy on it and was entitled to 
enjoy the s ta tus of an occupancy tenant.20 
As the bataidars had been refused rent receipts, they 
were handicapped to establish their claim as the genuine 
cultivators of disputed t racts of land. The bataidars 
displayed stiff resistance against the forceful evacuation 
from the land. But, by marshall ing different resources, the 
landlords forcibly acquired possession over their lands. 
The following case i l lustrates it. 
Case 5: Bhuwan (55) claimed to be the bataidar of a 
field measuring approximately one bigha. In J u n e 1976, 
he was asked to leave the land he was cultivating by his 
landlord, Sumit Singh. He resisted and denied the 
proposal. Bhuwan was accused of ploughing the ju te field. 
244 
He added, "I opposed them: they threatened to beat me 
and filed criminal cases against me. They wanted me to 
withdraw from the field. I refused to listen to them and 
hence, the injustice". 
In the course of the investigations the accused stated 
that he wanted to re-ploughed the disputed land and sow 
maize because *he was the bataidaf, though he was 
unable to produce any evidence to support his contention. 
The above mentioned case suggests tha t the land 
owner owing to his linkages with the officials tried to 
prosecute his bataidar as criminal and ultimately 
evacuated him from his land. Such kinds of agitation of 
the bataidars failed to secure them the occupancy rights. 
It compelled the landlords to recruit the agricultural 
labourers for the cultivation of their lands. Though in 
certain cases bataidari a r rangements continued to be 
made, great care was taken to ensure tha t the bataidars 
were drawn from castes whose members were associated 
more with the performance of agricultural labour than 
with cultivation. If a Musahar or Markande labourer 
anyhow succeeded in raising a plough team by borrowing 
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from his landowner, he could aspire to lease in a small 
piece of land and become a bataidar. The moment the 
plough team collapsed, upon the death of his oxen, he 
would regress to the ranks of the agricultural labourer 
again. The social base of a bataidar as member of 
underprivileged caste identified him primarily as 
agricultural labourer. The following case is an i l lustration. 
Case 6: Nakul Markande (65) was a semi-retired 
labourer who had earlier worked for Bhubneshwar Singh, 
a landlord. 
Nakul had raised a plough team in course of time. He 
had received a female calf as part of the dowry given to his 
son Bhola in 1965. By the end of five years , he had the 
basic means to lease in land by selling the animal and 
purchasing two bull calves. Bhubneshwar Singh leased 
him one bigha of land. Nakul had also been leased only 
one bigha of land which was far less amount of land than 
normally leased to a bataidar. And they were in search of 
additional land to supplement their meager holding. 
Sometimes during 1970s, Nakul's only daughter got 
married. He met the expenses by borrowing from his 
landlord, incurring a debt of over Rs .300/- in cash and 
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kind. The manner which the latter manipulated the 
situation throws light on the changes in the social 
character of the landowners as operators of land. By this 
time, canal irrigation had become available in the village. 
About the same time, other landowner known to 
Bhubneshwar Singh acquired a tractor, and for the first 
time in the history of the village, the machine was used as 
an ins t rument for undertaking personal cultivation on a 
large scale. During 1970s sharecropping as an insti tution 
had ceased to be taken for granted. Bhubneshwar Singh 
tried to exploit Nakul's vulnerable position, to acquire a 
pair of oxen cheaply and build up his resources for taking 
charge of his own lands. The latter was pressurised to 
redeem his debt, which amounted to Rs .375 / - after adding 
interest. In order to clear the debt, he surrendered his 
oxen to his landlord. According to his son, the animals 
were in excellent condition and would have easily fetched 
Rs .750/ - in the open market. After the loss of the oxen, 
Nakul again became a full fledged agricultural labourer of 
Bhubneshwar Singh. 
This case conformed to a general pat tern among 
agricultural labourers , especially those belonging to the 
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Musahar and Markande castes. Nakul's brief experience as 
a bataidar and again becoming the agricultural labourer 
shows the fluidity of labour relations. The possession of 
the material resources to undertake cultivation did not 
remain an assured means of sustaining a bataidar ' s 
position because there was a developing t rend to take 
charge of the holdings and have them cultivated by 
labourers. The following case drawn from the experiences 
of those who had once been long-standing bata idars , 
throws light on the fragile position of contemporary tenant 
cultivators. 
Case 7: Hiralal Kurmi(80) headed a Jo in t family 
comprising the family of his son. On account of his age 
and poor health, he did not perform any agricul tural work 
himself. His farming was managed by his son, who also 
had to make time for his non-agricultural dut ies . 
Hiralal owned two acres of land and leased in 
another one acre. His association with his landowner was 
very old. During 1960s, Hiralal had maintained two 
plough teams and leased in between 8-10 bighas of land 
from the same family. In 1989 Narayan Babu, his 
landowner was operating one tractor. It posed a threa t to 
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his position as a bataidar. From time to time Narayan 
Babu would declare to his bataidars, without specifying 
any part icular person, that for making full use of his 
tractor, he needed to further increase the land under his 
personal charge. Hiralal regarded such statement with 
grave apprehensions . Whenever the occasion presented 
itself he would remind his old association with the latter 's 
family and appealed to him that his generosity should not 
be broken. 
It was unlikely that Hiralal would susta in his 
position as a bataidar for long, in spite of his a t tempts to 
retain it. While he had earlier leased in 8-10 bighas from 
his landowner 's former joint family, in 1989 his lease was 
reduced extensively. Moreover, his son was not capable of 
rendering much service to his landowner because of his 
employment outside the village. Narayan Babu started 
hesitat ing to give him loans especially loans in kind. 
Produce loans to bataidars, which were governed by a 50 
percent rate of interest in kind, had to be redeemed at the 
forthcoming harvest . But, according to Hiralal's son, the 
commercial spirit was so high that the advantages of 
taking interest by loaning out grain were weighed against 
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the prospect of obtaining a good profit by selling the 
quantity when prices were high. For instance, the price of 
a maund of paddy in August 1989 was between Rs.75-80/-
, towards the end of the season. But in November or 
December, soon after the paddy harvest, the price fell to 
around Rs.50-60 a maund. In these circumstances, even if 
a well placed grihast received a maund and a half of paddy 
soon after the harvest, for loaning a maund during a 
period of scarcity, he might not consider the t ransact ion 
worth the effort. So, because of this commercialism, the 
landowners were reluctant to give loans to bataidars and 
would remain with less for exploiting the grain market . 
During 1970^ many landholders acquired tractors 
that have far reaching significance in transforming the 
pat tern of production relations in the area under study. 
The capacity of the tractor to cultivate large t racts of land 
provoked a swing in the direction of recruiting labourers . 
Case 8: Mahesh Thakur, a Grihast made full use of 
his tractor, as recalled by Mantu Kurmi (65), who was at 
that time his bullock cart driver. Mahesh Thakur had a 
great passion to drive the tractor himself though he had 
kept a driver. Mantu conveyed the scenes of Mahesh's 
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hectic days. In the words of Mantu: 
'Mahesh Babu ploughed his own fields during the 
day and those of other 's (on hire) at night. I was required 
to deliver his food in the field He would defer eating while 
he continued ploughing. He remained at the wheel till the 
night 's assignments had been completed.' 
It is evident that during the late 1970s, Mahesh 
Thakur had assumed a new role as an active operator of 
land. 
A tractor made it possible to prepare large t racts of 
land in proper time, which is basic for undertaking 
cultivation on a large scale. And more so, the impetus for 
this transformation was reinforced by the introduction of 
canal irrigation. This transformation was not confined to 
the owners of tractors alone. Those who could not afford 
to have tractors hired it from the respective owners for 
ploughing operations. 
Most large landholders followed a programme of 
recruiting labour. They make many obligations that 
constrain a labourer to work exclusively for a particular 
landholder first. The most common mechanism is to settle 
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a labourer on a site and provide loans in cash or kind to 
finance marriage and other r i tuals and to tide over various 
crises. Another mechanism, which only large landholders 
afford, is to provide the labourer a small piece of land for 
the main Aghani paddy crop. According to this 
arrangement, the landholder under takes to prepare the 
plot for t ransplant ing on the labourer 's behalf, but the 
latter is required to bear the cast of seeds and the labour 
for t ransplanting. As labourers do not usually have the 
means to undertake these expenses, they are borne on 
their behalf by their landholder and the necessary 
adjustments are made after the crop has been harvested. 
On the crop maturing, the entitlement of a labourer is one 
third and two thirds belongs to the landholder. The local 
term fefcdi^idesignates the entit lement of a labourer in the 
arrangement. However, the same term is also used in a 
general sense to describe the arrangement itself. The 
landholder then takes charge of the land and the 
arrangement is repeated the following Aghani paddy 
season. However, the tekdi arrangement does not in any 
way change the s ta tus of a labourer converting him into a 
bataidar. This practice is simply a means of 
supplementing the wage. 
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5.9 Simple Agricultural Cycle 
The term agricultural cycle denotes the sequence of 
crops cultivated during the course of a year, beginning 
with the sowing of the first crop in the series and ending 
with the harvesting of the last crop in the series. This 
cycle is repeated the following year and so on. Many 
activities are associated with the cultivation of a crop, 
commencing with ploughing [Khet taiyari - the preparat ion 
of a field prior to sowing, in local language), followed by 
sowing, weeding and harvesting. 
A simple agricultural cycle is one in which a 
part icular field is used for cultivating only one crop, at the 
appropriate season, in the course of an entire year. In 
case a second or a third crop is cultivated during the same 
season, each would be assigned to different sets of fields. 
Irrespective of the range of crops cultivated during the 
course of a year, a particular field is used for growing only 
one crop. As mentioned earlier, the diara area epitomizes 
all the features of a simple agricultural cycle even after 
the introduction of canal irrigation. Agricultural activity in 
this area is largely governed by the ecological conditions. 
On the other hand, in a complex agricultural cycle, a 
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single field may be used for growing two-three crops at the 
appropriate seasons, in a single year. Thus, each field is 
itself subject to a cycle of crops. Before the introduction of 
canal irrigation in 1969, the agricultural cycle in Bathipur 
was simple in character . The timing of agricultural 
operations for various crops was governed by certain s tars 
associated with each lunar month. The approximate 
correspondence between lunar months and the months of 
the Gregorian calendar is as follows:22 



























16 Dec-15 Jan . 
16 Jan.-14 Feb 
15 Feb.-15 March 
16 March-15 April 
16 April-15 May 
16 May-15 June 
16 June-15 July 
16 July-15 August 
16 August-15 Sept. 
16 Sept.-15 Oct. 
16 Oct.-15 Nov. 
16 Nov.-15 Dec. 
(Source: A. Chakravar t i , 2 0 0 1 . Social Power and Everyday Class 
Relations. New Delhi: Sage, p.58) 
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Most of the informants in contemporary Bathipur 
used lunar months to indicate the timing of agricultural 
work. So, the researcher also used the lunar months to 
describe the agricultural cycle. The simple agricultural 
cycle comprised three crops and so, three phases of 
ploughing. Each phase of ploughing was related with the 
sowing of particular crops according to the character of 
the land. The first phase of ploughing was related with the 
cultivation of crops capable of growing on low lying land, 
on which rain water took some time to dry and which had 
high moisture content. These included Bhadvi maize and 
Bhadvi paddy. The second phase was associated with the 
cultivation of Aghani paddy (sown in Asadh and harvested 
in Aghan, grew on relatively low land) and sweet potato 
( transplanted in Asadh and harvested in Kartik-Aghan). 
The crops related with the third phase included chilli 
(sown in Bhadon and harvested in Aghan-Poosh), tobacco 
(sown in Kartik and harvested in Magh), and pulses mainly 
rahad [cystisus indicus] (sown in Kartik and harvested in 
Phagun). A negligible amount of wheat (sown in Aghan and 
harvested in Chaitr) was also grown. Chilli and tobacco 
demanded extremely vigorous ploughing to remove all the 
traces of weeds and expose the soil to air and sunlight. 
255 
The field preparation for these crops started much before 
the sowing of Aghani paddy in Asadh and went on 
uninterruptedly for four months till mid - Bhadon. Thus, 
it required four months to prepare. In order to increase 
the fertility of the soil, all the cattle in the possession of a 
landholder were put in a makeshift shelter on the relevant 
t rac ts before the s tar t of ploughing. The na tura l manure 
was considered very beneficial to the crop. 
The conventional division of crop season into kharif 
(crops harvested in autumn/winter) and rabi (crops 
harvested in spr ing/summer) was not applicable in the 
simple agricultural cycle. Since, a given tract of land was 
to yield only one crop, it can be said that the intensity of 
cultivation in this simple agricultural cycle was low. 
Agriculture was dependent on monsoon. The yield of crops 
relied on adequate rainfall. So, the production of paddy, 
maize was erratic. Paddy yields hardly sufficed for the 
domestic needs of the landholder as its cultivation was 
limited. 
5.10 The consequences of canal Irrigation 
Those in control of water supply, particularly in the 
2S6 
agrarian societies enjoyed considerable social and 
economic power. Irrigation works in this area formed an 
important element of ensuring stable and growing 
revenues. Controlled and adequate water supply held the 
key to agricultural performance. Discrimination in the 
access to and control over irrigation supplies formed an 
important ground for, as well as a consequence of, 
economic differentiation among users . 
As a productive input entering critically into the 
process of agricultural production, irrigation, as an input , 
possesses certain important characterist ics that pose 
analytical complexities in handling it in terms of 
conventional economic theory of production. First, 
irrigation as an activity of controlling and channelling a 
na tura l resource (water) operates under str ingent 
geophysical constraints . Not only the geophysical 
constraints impact on the creation of the irrigation asset 
in so far as the source of water-supply is fixed in na tu re 
but the conditions of utilization of the asset are also 
equally importantly influenced by geophysical conditions, 
like the terrain, the distance between the delivery point 
and the source, soil conditions, topographic features of 
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the territory under the command of the source, etc. 
The strong natural - resource base for irrigational 
activity has a critical importance in the process of 
production. Modes of irrigation are also varied both in 
terms of technical characteris t ics as well as pa t te rns of 
ownership and control. Irrigation is a typical case of an 
activity that generates significant 'externalities'. Some of 
these are ecological and environmental. Externalities in 
terms of ecological and technological interactions and the 
evaluation of costs and benefits ascribable to a project 
have received increasing attention. However, less 
prominence has been given to issues arising from the 
discriminating impact of irrigation on different socio-
economic classes of use rs who do not enjoy equal access 
to the irrigation sources, and are not able, on the one 
hand, to own private means of irrigation or adopt the more 
efficient mode of irrigation. On the other hand, they also 
suffer from the inequitable impact of the adverse 
'externalities' as well as from the disabilities owing to poor 
maintenance and utilization of the irrigation assets . 
The supply of Kosi canal water significantly 
transformed the simple agricultural cycle into complex 
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agricultural cycle in Bathipur. A close observation of the 
agrarian scene in the village makes to say that there are 
dramatic changes in the cropping pat tern following the 
introduction of canal irrigation in 1969. This assured 
source of irrigation increased the scale and intensity of 
cultivation. Canal water was released twice a year between 
the mid J u n e and mid October and from the last week of 
December till the last week of March. Under the simple 
agricultural cycle, the t racts were separated from one 
another because they produced various crops at different 
times in a year. The canal brought the contiguous tracts 
in its command area and created a uniformity on the 
plots. It also created physical conditions favouring the 
cultivation of paddy and wheat. 
With the introduction of canal irrigation, landholders 
in this village adopted several new varieties of seeds for 
growing crops suited to the new conditions. The seeds 
were made available under the Intensive Agricultural Area 
Programme. A new variety of maize, sown in February and 
harvested in J u n e was most conducive in the new 
circumstances. It is also called February maize. Certain 
features of this crop contribute to the cultivation of 
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Aghani paddy immediately afterwards. Once harvested, the 
s tubs of February maize in the field became lifeless and do 
not pose a threat to the next crop. Moreover, since each 
individual seed of maize is sown at a distance of 09-11 
inches, the s tubs left in the filled can be easily uprooted 
during ploughing. 
The canal irrigated t racts devoted fully to Aghani 
paddy. It displaced the sweet potato as it required 
relatively dry land. The canal water also affected chilli, 
tobacco and mustard . The tracts on which these crops 
were cultivated came under the command area of the 
canal. After 1969, those who grow these crops shifted it to 
upland t rac ts beyond the influence of the canal. The low 
lands and the t racts near to the canal command area were 
suited to the cultivation of paddy and wheat, 
Case:9 Banktu Chowdhary (70) owned one acre of 
land. He lived with his wife, a son and his wife. His only 
daughter was married. Most of his land fell near to the 
canal. He said about the problem as, ' instead of being 
benefited from the canal, I was facing the negative impact 
of it on my land as the field remained waterlogged. Since, 
this type of field was mostly suitable to the paddy 
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cultivation, I grew paddy on it,' He said 'If I had owned my 
land at a distance of canal, I would have easily fetched 
two-three crops during the course of one year. ' He said 
tha t he was in loss. He supplemented his meagre income 
by engaging himself as an agricultural labourer. This 
reveals his woes and misery. 
The above case is illustrative of the fact that canal 
had created the problem of water logging in the t rac ts near 
to it and seriously affected the multiple cropping. 
The cultivation of wheat after the harvesting of paddy 
in the canal command area became possible with the use 
of new varieties of the latter that matured in the 
November. This gives enough time to prepare the land for 
the sowing of wheat. The earlier the wheat is sown (in Nov. 
rather than in Dec) , the less prone the crop is to 
destruction by dry westerly winds {pachia - in local 
parlance) in March - April. Apart from proper timing, good 
cultivation of wheat requires the land to be prepared 
thoroughly. The weeds and s tubs of the preceding paddy 
crop need to be fully eliminated. So, the owners of t ractors 
enjoy great advantages in relation to those who operate 
plough teams. Wheat is also more demanding crop than 
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paddy because of the inputs required. The average 
cultivator of paddy regards his work as complete after 
t ransplant ing and usually does not do anything except 
irrigating it at periodic intervals but the cultivation of 
wheat needs extra efforts and resources in field 
preparation, irrigation, fertilisers and weeding. Although 
the recommended dose of fertilisers for wheat is 
approximately 150 kg. per acre worth around Rs.lOOO/-
these days, most grihasts use only a little over half this 
amount . A petty cultivator uses only a quar ter of this 
amount to reduce the costs. The rationale for us ing the 
reduced quanti t ies of fertilisers is that the recommended 
amount causes a high growth of weeds due to the high 
water table in the area. 
Thus, heavy investments would be required for 
weeding and it seriously affects the economic viability of 
the enterprise. On an average, the cost of cultivating 
wheat varies between Rs. 2100 / - and Rs ,2300 / - an acre, 
whereas paddy costs only about one third tha t amount . 
This is the reason why wheat is grown on a restricted 
scale. 
There are two sequences in the canal command area 
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- and in both the sequences, a particular variety of the 
pulse is cultivated in between two major crops - khesadi 
between paddy and maize in the first, and moong between 
wheat and paddy in the second. Thus, three crops are 
cultivated in the same field in the course of a year, in the 
first sequence, khesadi is sown in paddy fields during the 
second half of October and shares the land with paddy till 
the lat ter is harvested. The pulse matures by March. 
Khesadi is very crucial crop in the agenda of the Grihasts 
because it is one of the items for paying their labourers in 
kind. In the second sequence, the pulse moong is sown 
after wheat has been harvested. It does not demand good 
field preparat ion and it matures quickly (within three 
months) . 
The cropping pat tern in the lands which are beyond 
the command area of the canal is different from that 
described above. The tracts which are uplands are 
favourable to the cultivation of chilli, tobacco and 
mus ta rd . As the total area of the uplands was diminished 
because of the onset of canal irrigation, the scope for 
cultivating these crops also has come down. Practically all 
the land operating classes cultivate the mustard . The 
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cultivation of banana is also an important par t of new 
agricultural cycle. This is being cultivated on a large 
scale and the landholders get around Rs.20,000/- and 
25 ,000 / - annually per acre from it. It is not grown on 
even wider scale because of the danger of floodwater. 
However the cultivation of Aghani paddy on a large 
scale is the most important dimension of the new 
agricultural cycle. The following statement of Bindeshwari 
Singh, a grihast, shows the importance of paddy in the 
village: 
'Paddy is cultivated by all categories of landholders, 
big or small, in this village. Supply of canal water has 
been a boon. The crops like maize may fail due to adverse 
weather conditions, paddy sees the average landholders 
through'.23 
When he was asked to comment on the cultivation of 
wheat, he said: 
'It is t rue that canal water is also available for the 
cultivation of wheat. But very few grihasts grow it 
extensively. It requires reasonably good amount of money 
to invest. I j u s t don't have the resources to invest on the 
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cultivation of a larger area'.2** 
Thus, the social and technological forces led to the 
emergence of new production relations based on wage 
labour. The introduction of tractors and canal irrigation 
revolutionised, the traditional methods of field preparat ion 
by plough teams. As the scale of cultivation largely 
increased, it generated the demand for labour to perform 
various labour intensive operations. The taming of river 
and assured water for irrigation through canal can be 
taken as man 's intervention with the ecological condit ions 
and moulding it for the fulfillment of his needs. 
In the course of time, huge amount of sands and silts 
got collected in the canal and started posing problems in 
the release of the water. It was the fault on the par t of the 
department concerned that it did not foresee the problems 
it could pose in the beginning. It was much later tha t the 
government could realise this and the silt ejectors were 
used to cleanse the deposited sands from the canal. But it 
couldn't bear the desired result and proved to be a failed 
at tempt. As a result , the command area of the canal got 
extensively reduced from its original capacity. As a 
consequence, the Kosi canal in the village remained in 
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operation for about ten years. But by tha t time, it had 
brought about the revolution in the agricultural conditions 
in the area and the cultivators had learnt to cope with the 
adverse ecological conditions and the importance of 
assured irrigation water. 
Often problems concerning the use of canal water 
prompted the cultivators to resort to an alternative source 
of irrigation. This area has a good prospect of exploiting 
the rich ground water resources. The local people realised 
it and devised a new method of irrigation through bamboo 
tubewells. This introduction of bamboo tubewells for the 
purpose of irrigation can be regarded as the role of civil 
society in its development. 
According to an official, 'a perennial s t ra tum of 
ground water is normally s truck at a depth of 15 to 60 feet 
from the surface'. Ground water is available in the village 
at a depth of around 15 feet. The tapping of such readily 
available ground water by landholders is made possible by 
the introduction of bamboo tube-wells in the area since 
the late 1970s. Such tubewells are much cheaper than 
their metal counterpar ts . The cost of a bamboo tubewell, 
according to the local sources, seldom exceeds Rs .4000/ - . 
266 
On the other hand, a metal tube-well costs between 
Rs .8000/ - and Rs. 10,000/- , the variation depending upon 
the depth of the tube. In the course of the field work, the 
researcher finds that the original all bamboo' design has 
been modified mainly because the section immediately 
below the ground is vulnerable to destruction by ra ts . A 
s tandard sized tube of 50 feet comprises a 20 feet metallic 
upper section and the rest is bamboo. Its cost is 
approximately Rs .5000/- . But like all tubewells they 
require pumpsets , powered by either diesel or electricity, 
for lifting water. The emergence of tube-wells led to the 
neglect of canals by the economically better-off, forcing 
the smaller one also to abstain from canal usage since the 
effectiveness of canal irrigation was contingent on the co-
operative use by all the shareholders of an outlet. The 
weaker sections, formerly dependent on canal irrigation, 
were t hus eventually either forced to purchase water or to 
install their own tube-wells, both of which were an 
expensive proposition. 
The Kosi project, which commenced in 1957, 
included the construction of a barrage above 
Hanumannagar (in Nepal), flood protection banks and a 
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canal system. It succeeded in considerably diminishing 
the magnitude of the destruction caused by floods, though 
the problem has not been eradicated altogether. For 
purposes of irrigation, the district is covered by the 
Purnea branch canal, emanating from the eastern Kosi 
main canal, which was completed in 1969. Canal water 
was fed from a branch canal to villages in its command 
area through distributories and minor channels.25A 
network of field channels carried water from minor 
channels to various plots of land, but field channels also 
linked plots directly with a distributory. The construct ion 
of field channels was originally the responsibility of 
individual cultivators.26 The kursela distr ibutory flowed 
from north to south of the main sett lement in Bathipur. A 
great deal of land was directly fed by water from this 
distributory, but various individual plots in other par t s of 
the village received water from other minor channels . 
As with canal , so also with tube-wells, it was found 
that the access to irrigation operated in a discriminatory 
fashion among the users , wherein the smaller cultivators 
stood at a disadvantage. The water availability and 
reliability of its supply were related to the economic 
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strength of the household, that is, the bigger landowners 
often enjoyed a priority in the water supplied, even when 
they were located at a greater distance from the canal. In 
the literature27, the discriminatory access to irrigation is 
explained mostly in terms of the geographical distance of 
the user from the source, referred to as the tail-enders 
problem. However, superimposed on the locational 
problem was discrimination arising from the differential 
socio-economic s ta tus of the users . In the case of bigger 
landholders, the advantage due to superior economic 
s ta tus often outweighed the disadvantages of a poor 
location of field from the source of irrigation. Irrigation 
use was not merely a technical problem but intimately 
linked to the social-structural aspects of the community of 
users . 
It ha s been observed tha t as an irrigation scheme, 
the project has failed to live up to expectations. The 
reasons include the heavy silting of the canal system and 
poor management of water distribution, the latter is a 
consequence of inadequate policing of channels which 
were arbitrarily breached and widened by cultivators at 
the expense of their counterpar ts . Inspite of the dramatic 
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changes it brought about in the cropping pattern, many 
cultivators in Bathipur dismissed the entire enterprise as 
useless . 
Each agricultural operation fulfilled a specific 
material objectives, it also manifested the t remendous 
power tha t the grihasts exercised over their labourers . 
They kept a constant surveillance of the labourers ' work in 
the fields. As a general rule, all tasks assigned to 
labourers in the course of a working day were watched. It 
was only when work was performed by contract that 
labourers were left to themselves. Grihasts made their 
presence felt during agricultural operations personally or 
through their labour supervisors. The capacity to employ 
the labour supervisor was conditioned by the degree of 
land control. The basic motive of supervision was to 
maximise the extraction of work from the labourers 
employed. A perception shared by all grihasts, irrespective 
of the scale of agricultural operations, was tha t unless 
there was surveillance, labourers would neglect their work 
in various ways by talking, smoking bidis, taking long 
breaks to ease themselves, or above all, paying less 
at tention to the proper performance of the operation in 
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question. Accordingly, labour time was rigorously 
controlled through vigilance to ensure that it was not 
wasted. It is important to point out that this observation 
did not uniformly apply to all operations. A distinction 
was drawn between work in which the benefits accrued 
solely to the employers and that in which even labourers 
stood to gain. The former covered the operations for which 
labourers were paid daily wages. The latter included 
harvesting operations for which labourers were paid a 
fixed proportion of the quantity harvested. But even 
harvesting operations were not exempt from surveillance 
because they did not t rus t their labourers, apprehending 
that portions of the crop would be stolen. 
The manner in which these land holders condemned 
the work ethic of their labourers reflected their deep 
concern with getting the maximum out of the latter for any 
given task. In fact, a comparison between the employers ' 
perception of their labourers ' work with the lat ter 's own 
view of their working conditions, shows that labourers 
were regarded as mere ins t ruments of production that 
could be used at will. This kind of at t i tude of the grihasts 
is much to do with the commercialisation of agriculture 
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and the market orientation that is intrinsic to it. 
The tractor, as pointed out earher, played a critical 
role in enabling all categories of land operators to cope 
with the schedules imposed by the new agricultural cycle. 
But the tractor drivers came under t remendous pressure, 
as they had to work to prepare the t racts of land for 
sowing day and night. They had to keep themselves at the 
wheel for practically round the clock to meet the crop 
time. 
This corroborates Marx's observation though made in 
the context of western industr ial society, on the impact of 
technological innovations on the work schedules of 
labourers . He pointed out that machinery was 'the surest 
means of lengthening the working day'^s. 
The following case throws light on the exploitative 
work conditions and fragile position of the tractor drivers. 
Case 10: Madho Kurmi {45) was a tractor driver of 
Satyendra Babu in 1995. He was initially paid Rs.500 per 
month, apar t from his meals and some items of clothing. 
In addition, he was entitled to get half the grain on half a 
bigha after the Aghani paddy harvest bu t sometimes he 
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did not receive the grain. The grain was adjusted against 
various advances he had taken, including the cost of seeds 
and the labour for t ransplant ing, on the tract allotted to 
him. The accounts were never explained to him. As the 
tractor driver, he was expected to cope with the rigorous 
demands Madho had to remain on duty all the time and 
had to snatch the sleep during working hours . 
One night, he delivered a trailer load of chilli at the 
village of the two t raders to whom his landowner had sold 
his chilli crop. It took him three hours , up and down. After 
warming himself a little on returning, he went home. Next 
day early in the morning, he was called by his landowner 
to do some other works of the landowner. Immediately 
after finishing them, he got involved in paddy threshing. 
He did not have even a moment 's leisure. Yet his employer 
said tha t his work was unsatisfactory. He explained that 
he was paid very less amount of money and was also 
accused of being shirker. 
At the time of payment of the grain, Madho felt 
betrayed and had conveyed his sent iments to the 
landowner {grihast). But the landowner remained unmoved 
and said that he could seek employment elsewhere if his 
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(landowner's) terms were not acceptable. For the next 
three days, Madho did not report for work. Then, 
Satyendra Babu summoned him and accused him of 
paralysing his tractor. Madho's services were terminated 
immediately. However, he was later employed somewhere. 
But it seemed unlikely that his employment with the new 
landowner would be without problems. 
The tale of woes narra ted by Madho applied to all the 
members of his class. Their schedules of work were 
governed by the new agricultural cycle in which crops 
followed one another in quick succession. Expressions of 
dissatisfaction with their working conditions formed the 
constant refrain. 
The development of new production relations 
radically altered the prospects of the landless to lease in 
land as bataidars and compelled them to become full-
fledged agricultural labourers . The above case of a tractor 
driver focuses on the pat tern of his work and throws light 
in a telling manner on the ethos of the new class relations. 
It has been observed tha t by and large the t reatment 
accorded to the labourers by small landholders is 
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relatively better than by their bigger counterparts . The 
labourers are subjected to t remendous control by 
employers during field operations. Labour time is 
regulated by the landholders within the broad limits of a 
na tura l day during the field activities. Within this time 
frame, the labourers hired are required to fully devote 
themselves to a specified task. Now the focus is on the 
extraction of labour time as well as the product of labour. 
The use of time has become a critical component of the 
labour process. 
The s tandard cash payment to the local labourers for 
a day's work, both men and women is Rs .50/ - and a meal. 
In practice, however, the reference to meal is only 
notional. No employer at least in recent past has actually 
served his labourers a meal at the end of the day. What is 
referred to as a meal is actually given to the labourers in 
the form of uncooked rice (about 450 gms). This fails to 
meet even minimum food requirements . The basic needs to 
survive compels them to borrow from the grihasts in cash 
and in kind and it reinforces the latter 's capacity to 
extract labour from them. 
For harvesting operations, the unit of labour is 
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usually a segment of a household and includes both male 
and female. The entitlement of a family unit is one bundle 
out of twelve. The labourers can receive their share of 
grain only after threshing and winnowing has been 
completed. But even before the commencement of 
threshing, labourers are called upon to perform certain 
preliminary tasks to which the grihasts pay insufficient 
at tent ion while computing their wages. The employer 
thinks that the labourers prepare disproportionately large 
bundles for themselves. Some maintains that such 
bundles are about one and a half times the size of normal 
bundles . So, they say that they are compelled to reduce 
the quantity in the bundles made for the labourers. The 
grihasts say that this intervention is necessary for an even 
distribution of the stalks and the labourers protest tha t 
injustice is being done by denying them the extra amount . 
Since the labourers have to wait till the threshing is 
completed to get their payment, they are compelled to take 
advances of either cash or grain from their employers to 
meet their day to day consumption needs. Their vulnerable 
position subjects them even further to the power of their 
employers. Adjustments are made at the time of payment 
and in the process, the grihasts remain beneficial. Thus, 
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the mode of payment in grain widens the scope for the 
willful exercise of power by the grihasts over their 
labourers . 
Practically all the labourers with whom the 
researcher interacted expressed the same anguish about 
their exploitative conditions. 
Lack of education is the most significant factor that 
deprives the labourers to cope with the conditions of 
existence imposed upon them. Due to this , they are 
incapable of comprehending the various deductions made 
from their wages because of the loans in cash or kind they 
always incur from their employers to meet day to day 
expenses. Their debt obligations are always complicated. 
They depend on their memories and they accept the 
finality of the calculations made by their employers. With 
poor prospects for advances, many labourers are forced to 
seek other means for catering to their needs. 
Therefore, the power of the landholders social, 
economic and coercive in the local community is the 
important element that determines the conditions of the 
labourers. 
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Sociologists and social Anthropologists have resumed 
interest in studying social ecology and its relationship 
with social s t ructure , economy, polity, since 1980s. Social 
ecology is the reciprocal relations between ecological 
infrastructure viz. soil, water and economy, i.e. forces and 
relations of production, social s t ructure , polity and 
cul ture. There has been an at tempt in this study to 
examine the interrelationship between ecology and the 
relations of production at the village level in the Kosi 
command area. These days ecology has been contributing 
very much to socio-economic, political and other similar 
policies of the world. Modern ecology is mainly concerned 
with the functional interdependencies not only between 
ecology and other areas of plant sciences but also between 
ecology and physical as well as social sciences. Ecology 
plays an important role in the human affairs. Modern 
ecology is mainly concerned with the functional 
interdependencies between living things and their 
environment. The present study has focussed on ecological 
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conditions and some aspects of social s t ruc ture . It has 
primarily been concerned with the relations of production 
within the agrarian s t ructure and also with the relations 
between different groups in conjunction with social 
relations around the use and abuse of na ture in Bathipur . 
From the very s tar t of social history, there h a s been a 
conflict of interrelations between mankind and 
environment due to the duality of human na tu re . On the 
one hand, man is inseparable from na ture and on the 
other hand, as distinctive from animals, he does not exist 
passively but actively influences the na ture , and adapts 
the ecological conditions to his needs with the use of 
ins t ruments of labour. Thus, man influences the 
ecological conditions in the process of production of his 
means of living by joining hands with other people for 
common activities. 
In Bathipur man has moulded the na ture by building 
the canal and then adopting to bamboo boring for assured 
means of irrigation water. This gives a collective charac ter 
to the process of production and leads to the 
establ ishment of certain production relations among 
people. It manifests not only the mode of living but also 
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the mode of exchange and distribution of the produce. The 
natural factors can be taken as an active element in the 
said interrelations. The ecology on its own part actively 
influences the social development. The agricultural 
production depends on the quality of soil, availability of 
irrigation sources and the climatic peculiarities. 
Sometimes, the influence of ecology may be extremely 
negative. Thus, the interaction of man and na ture is a 
relation of opposites with mutua l unity and struggle. The 
man - na ture relation because it is a relation of opposites, 
is a constant , irremovable factor in their interaction. 
Agrarian s t ructure is an insti tutional framework of 
agriculture, which includes the s t ructura l distribution of 
land holdings, the nature of land ownership, means and 
motives of production, mechanism of agricultural 
marketing and the services provided. In the study of 
agrarian social s t ructure , the main concern is with 
pat terns of inequality and conflict as these arise from the 
ownership control and use of land. The ecological factors 
have a direct bearing on the kinds of crops tha t can be 
cultivated and the technology employed in their 
cultivation. 
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Caste is significant for unders tanding the changing 
dimension of the agrarian s t ructure . Bathipur is an 
agglomeration of various castes . The different caste 
populations have extensive geographical overlap. Unlike a 
typical village, each caste does not lead an autonomous 
existence. The several cas tes are linked to each other 
through the agricultural production relations. The 
cultivators coexist through intra and inter-caste 
territoriality in the form of ownership of the land. The 
different castes are more dependent on ecological 
resources and in the organisation of their mode of 
subsistence, overlap with each other in their demands for 
various resources. 
Caste and class are two major frameworks for the 
unders tanding of agrarian social s t ructure . In Bathipur, 
there is small class of people who own or control much of 
the land who are mostly Forward castes . There is a 
numerically significant class of landless agricultural 
labourers who are mostly of scheduled cas tes . The 
agrarian scene represents the extremes of privilege and 
deprivation. Caste is important in the system centering 
round agricultural production especially the control and 
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use of land. In the agrarian economy, the landowners, i.e. 
the grihasts, not only have higher income than the 
landless but , the traditional ties of dominance and 
dependence enable the former to control of the lives of the 
lat ter in various ways. The land reforms were designed to 
bring about some uniformity in the landholding but the 
distinction continues to be there between landowners and 
the landless. However, there is a sign of growing 
dissociation between caste and land ownership and the 
social differentiation of the local landowning group. The 
social power is largely associated with the landowning 
groups. It has rarely gone to the landless people. The 
cultivating landowners have gained somewhat at the 
expense of the non- cultivating owners in Bathipur. 
The disparity between the landowners and the 
landless has not been reduced even after the zamindari 
abolition in Bathipur. However, the landowners have 
remained economically viable by taking a more direct 
interest in agriculture. There is a shifting trend in land 
ownership evident: from the hands of forward caste groups 
to the backward caste groups. This change is generating 
conflict between the two caste groups. The latter resent 
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the former's retention of power and its connections with 
the local level bureaucracy and politicians in Bathipur. 
Since the construction of barrage on the Kosi, the 
d isas t rous flood of Kosi has been checked to a great extent 
in Bathipur. When the rainfall is above normal and there 
is consequent inflow of rainwater then the volume of its 
water is increased extensively and goes beyond the 
containing capacity of barrage. Under such circumstances, 
the department looking after the barrage usually opens its 
gates to save the s t ructure of the barrage. Then, the 
floodwater of the barrage comes out in a flush and 
inundates the large par ts of its surrounding areas. But 
when the rainfall is normal then the incoming water 
remains well within the safe limit of the barrage. The 
barrage has practically checked to a certain extent, the 
wildly changing courses of the river over the years, which 
led the movement of the Kosi between Purnea and 
Darbhanga for the past 200 years. And so, there is 
relatively less ecological upse ts in the area. However, this 
project has not been fully successful in checking the 
floods. Bathipur experiences huge amount of sand and silt 
which flow with the rain and flood water and joins Kosi 
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which on its downstream joins the Ganga near Manihari. 
Land is relatively more stable and the agricultural 
production has increased in Bathipur. The ecological 
infrastructure in the area has a determining influence on 
the agrarian relations of production. The changes in the 
ecological conditions have transformed the simple 
agricultural cycle into complex one and agriculture has 
taken an overwhelmingly commercial orientation in 
Bathipur. 
The replacement of bataidars by agricultural 
labourers is a consequence of class antagonism on the one 
hand and technological changes (tractorisation) and 
ecological changes (canal irrigation and bamboo tube-
wells) on the other. The use of hired labour is a 
phenomenon that gained momentum in the village 
especially after the introduction of tractorisation and 
canal irrigation. The phenomenal demand for labourers 
and their large-scale employment are an outcome of 
changes in the cropping pattern induced by assured 
irrigation on the one hand and the feasibility of expanding 
the area of cultivation through tractorisation on the other. 
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The culture of exploitation is determined by the 
dominant class (Grihasts). The members of the underclass 
(Tenant cultivators, petty cultivators and landless 
labourers), who are subject to exploitation by the 
dominant class, are also, to some extent, being viewed in 
terms of caste as their main const i tuents are drawn from a 
relatively narrow range of castes , comprising Markande, 
Musahar, dalits and others . Therefore, it can be said that 
the class s t ructure of Bathipur has assumed a polarised 
form. This phenomenon may be replicated at least in those 
areas of north Bihar that have experienced the same social 
and technological changes. 
The process of polarisation has been viewed from the 
perspective of the underc lass who are subjected to the 
arbitrary power of the landlords. The Dalits and groups 
such as Markande, Tatma and Tier, who earn their 
livelihood from agricultural labour, are no better than they 
were before the emergence of new improved ecological 
conditions. This is not only because sharecropping has 
ceased to be a good option bu t also because real wages are 
not sufficient enough. 
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There h a s been negative impact of developing 
capitalist relations on the lives of the underclass. 
Analysing the consequences of agrarian capitalism on 
class relations in the village, it can be said that the 
labourers are the victims of impoverishment. Their 
inability to find employment outside agriculture, the 
stigma of untouchabil i ty associated with them and the fall 
in their landholdings has subjected them to 
proletarianisation and particularly the landless to 
pauperisation. Therefore, from the perspective of the 
underclass in Bathipur, or elsewhere, a change in their 
material and political destiny is not possible through the 
forces generated by agrarian capitalism. 
The exploitative working conditions suffered by 
labourers in the village are the result of the economic 
power of the landholders {grihasts) as a dominant class. 
Their ability to maintain close links with the local level 
officials gives them the social power. Thus, political 
factors contribute to widening the gap between the 
dominant class and the underclass . In Bathipur, a kind of 
interconnection is manifested between class power and 
state power. And if the exploitation of the underc lass is 
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mainly because of this interconnection, it may be argued 
tha t for liberating its members, a breach between social 
power and state power has to be created. 
In spite of the presence of traditional relations of 
dominance and dependence, the new production relations 
in the changed ecological conditions in the village are 
oriented towards the cultivation of crops for market using 
new technological inputs and the strict control over labour 
time. It is the economic, coercive and social power of the 
big landholders that give them the ability to impose very 
rigorous working conditions on their labourers including 
long working hours , strict surveillance and insufficient 
wages. The superimposition of commercialisation of 
production for the market, upon exploitative social 
relations, tends to lead to a strengthening of these 
relations on a servile basis , ra ther than heralding a 
transi t ion to greater freedom of the worker. Thus, not only 
are the tradit ional caste based relations preserved but are 
deliberately used by landlords to ensure tractability of the 
labour force and raising of the rate of surplus extraction 
through methods of increasing absolute surplus value. 
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The landholders use the debt obligations to acquire 
and control the labour. In order to describe a system as 
capitalist, it is important that the labourers employed 
produce surp lus value and which is invested to give rise to 
the accumulat ion of capital. The appropriation of the 
labour power of the underclass by paying subsistence 
wages and subjecting labourers to strict discipline for 
maximising the use of labour time is a kind of capitalist 
exploitation. However, viewed from the perspective of the 
underclass , the greater their subjection to the arbitrary 
will of their employers because of indebtedness and 
dependency, the more is their incapacity to bargain for 
better terms of work. 
However, some change is taking place. There is a 
sign of the decline of permanent labour. Migration of 
agricultural labourers and small cultivators is increasing 
on a seasonal basis . The sign of decline in the relative 
position of big landholders and in the control over their 
workers is largely due to migration and labour-market 
relat ionships. Much is needed to be done to transform the 
lives of the underc lass in Bathipur. As the village-based 
agrarian power s t ructure is interwoven with the power of 
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the state, a political party or agency with the ideology 
favourable to the underclass has to be instrumental to 
breach the nexus between social power and state power. 
On the other hand, the benefits of mastery over the 
ecological conditions in the village have been unequally 
shared. The bulk of gains have gone to large landowners. 
The Kosi tamed, in the absence of essential s t ruc tura l 
changes, has turned out to be an instrument of inequality 
generation and perpetuation. 
The Government of Bihar executed a programme for 
the development of the command area of the Kosi Project. 
The programme includes construction of watercourses and 
field channels , periodic desilting of the canals, execution 
of drainage works, land-levelling including reclamation of 
waste land, supplementing canal irrigation by exploiting 
ground water and consolidation of agricultural holdings. It 
was envisaged in the project report that government would 
construct watercourses down to 5 cusecs capacity, and 
that it would be left to the beneficiaries to construct the 
watercourses of smaller capacity and the necessary field 
channels . When it was found tha t the beneficiaries were 
reluctant to take up the work, government decided to 
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construct watercourse down to Icusec capacity. 
Accordingly, watercourses down to Icusec capacity have 
been constructed at government cost. Unfortunately, the 
beneficiaries have not been showing much enthusiasm, 
even in digging field channels . During the drought relief 
operations, funds were provided for construct ion of field 
channels and a beginning has been made. However, 
completion of the work and future maintenance of the field 
channels will have to be left to the beneficiaries. 
As the river brought down huge quant i t ies of silt and 
sand, the canals got choked quickly. It has been found 
necessary to close down the canals every three years for a 
few months in the summer to remove the silt and sand. 
About 3.68 lakh acres of the gross command area remain 
waterlogged. In order to tackle this problem, a drainage 
scheme has been executed. It has been found tha t the 
landholders who have purchased t ractors generally use 
them for ploughing, haulage and not for land-levelling. 
The agrarian s t ructure of the Kosi area is to be blamed for 
the tardy progress in land-leveling as well. The programme 
for the exploitation of ground water has registered better 
progress. The innovation of the bamboo tube-well, as low-
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cost device for the exploitation of ground water has led to 
a breakthrough in the exploitation of ground water 
resources in Bathipur. 
The state government took up the consolidation of 
agricultural holdings in the district. Consolidation of 
holdings before according effective protection to 
sharecroppers has resulted into their ejectment. For one 
thing, when holdings are scattered, even a resident 
landowner finds it difficult to cultivate personally all the 
bits and pieces of land consti tuting his holding and, 
therefore, he is obliged to lease out some port ions of his 
holding to sharecroppers. After consolidation, the 
landowner has found it both feasible and profitable to 
cultivate personally the entire area. He, therefore, tried 
his best to oust the sharecroppers in Bathipur . For 
another, the relationship of sharecropping tenancy 
subsisted in respect of a specific piece of land easily 
identifiable in the field. Once consolidation was effected, 
the identity of the particular piece of land that the 
sharecropper had been cultivating lost, and so, the land-
owner found it easier still to evict him from the land. The 
area development programme has so far been conceived of 
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in isolation from the much-needed insti tutional reforms. 
As already pointed out, the benefits of the Kosi Project 
have been shared unequally and the completion of the 
project has even resulted in worsening of the position of 
the weaker sections of the society like sharecroppers. The 
area development programme, particularly the completion 
of consolidation of holdings in the manner in which it was 
attempted, spelt disaster for the sharecropping tenants 
and further widened the disparities in wealth and income 
in Bathipur. 
The Kosi area had always been noted for its 
inegalitarian social s t ructure and extreme inequality in 
the ownership of land. The completion of the project has 
directly led to a widening of the disparities in wealth and 
income in Bathipur. The agrarian s t ructure prevailing in 
the Kosi Area has not only been responsible for the 
perpetuation of social and economic in-justice, but has 
also proved to be a deterrent to the fuller utilization of the 
irrigation potential. The area development programme 
launched by the state government completely ignored the 
pressing need for inst i tut ional changes. 
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A major weakness of the institutional structuring of 
irrigation is reflected in the persistent and large gaps 
between irrigation potential and utilization. The reason for 
such a gap is the poor maintenance of field channels . The 
administrative and managerial inefficiency are important 
reasons for malfunctioning and under-utilization of 
irrigation. Only the supply or availability aspects of 
irrigation have been taken and the conditions of 
production and economic and social differentiation among 
users have not been given due attention. The benefits of 
the relative ecological improvements by the Kosi project 
have been unequally shared. In an absence of essential 
s t ructural changes ecological changes have turned out to 
be an ins t rument of inequity. The benefits of the project 
have been shared in the following manner: large 
landowners have benefited substantially, small 
landowners have made small gains but their position has 
become vulnerable, sharecroppers have suffered greatly, 
and landless labourers survive in more or less the same 
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h Ami min: 
^ Amla: 
4 Batai: 
Illegal cess . 
An institutionalized arrangement between a 
malik and a farm servant tha t entitles the 
latter to a half share of the Aghani paddy 
harvested on a small tract of land (up to 1 
bigha), which has been allotted to him for 
the season. The malik " under takes to 
prepare the t ract for t ransplant ing on the 
farm servant 's behalf, but the latter is 
obliged to bear the cost of seeds and the 
labour for t ransplant ing. 
Crops produced in the month of November-
December (winter crops). 
Accountant; landlord's agent specializing in 
financial mat ters . 
Agent, retainer of landlord. 
Sharecrop. 




I o Bigha: 
If Diara: 
/ ^ Ghat: 
1} Grihast 
Sharecropper. A tenant cultivating land on 
an 'oral' lease, who is obliged to bear all the 
cost of cultivation and pay half the crop to 
his malik as rent. 
Crops produced in the month of August-
September. 
A measure of land equivalent to 0.83 acres 
in Bathipur. 
Land subject to flooding; fertile land on the 
riverbank. 
A quay, a landing-place, s teps on the bank 
of a river. 
Used in two senses, the relevant sense 
being determined by the context: (i) as a 
class category, (ii) as a general term used 
by landholders, irrespective of class , to 
describe themselves as pract i t ioners of 
agriculture or cultivation; the practice of 
agriculture is t hus denoted by the term 
grihasti . 
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I<^ Gutch: When the density of the population was 
low, each tenant was at liberty to 
under take land as much as he could 
cultivate. The land, which he, t hus , took 
possession of, came to be denominated as a 
gutch. 
1^ Gutchbandi: Area of a gutch. 
K Gutchdar: Holder of a gutch. 
l^ Halhasila: A tenure under which the cultivator paid 
rent only for the land he cultivated during 
the year. 




An assignment of land; a life-tenure 
enabling the holder to collect public 
revenues of a given tract of land in along 
with the administrative as well as judicial 
powers. 
The holder of a jagir. 





An agricultural labourer who is paid at the 
end of a working day. 
Crops grown in the au tumn, sown before 
the commencement of the monsoon (April-
May) and harvested after it (October-
November). 




<Z I Mazdur: 
^^ Mustajir: 
Cultivator, a general expression used by 
landholders, irrespective of class , to 
describe themselves as pract i t ioners of 
agriculture or cultivation. 
Typically a male adult of the dominant 
class. 
Local measure of weight (1 maund=37.3kg 
approximately). 
Agricultural labour. 




^ I Pargana: 
'}% Patni: 
An informal body of influential persons who 
meet on an ad hoc bas is to settle disputes 
affecting the life of the community. 
(Distinct from the s ta tutory panchayat , the 
lowest tier in the legally consti tuted 
s t ructure of local government). 
A district, an area comprising many 
villages. 
The term, as defined in and regulated by 
Bengal Regulation VIII of 1819, s t ands for a 
tenure created by zamindars to be held at a 
rent fixed in perpetuity by the lessee and 
his heirs for ever and is liable to sale for 
ar rears . 
^n Patnidar: The holder of a patni t enure . 
31 Rabi: 
2 '^ Raiyat: 
Crops sown after preparing the ground by 
burning of leaves, grass , st icks etc. 
A tenant with permanent or 'occupancy' 
rights to his land. 
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zC Raiyatwari: The revenue sett lement of the British Raj 
with the actual cultivator without the 









A principality, a kingdom. 
Fee paid for sett lement of holding. 
One-fortieth of a maund. 
An employee of a malik or grihast, who 
supervises the work of agricultural 
labourers on his employer's behalf. 
An estate comprising a number of villages. 
The holder of a taluk. 
An insti tutionalized arrangement , between 
a malik or grihast (landholder), tha t entitles 
the latter to a one-third share of the Aghani 
paddy harvested on a small t ract of land 
(half a bigha or less) allotted to him for the 
season. The landholder under takes to 
prepare the tract for t ransplant ing on 






obliged to bear the cost of seeds and the 
labour for t ransplant ing . 
The assignment of work to labourers on a 
piece rate bas is . The term is used to 
describe the contract with an employer to 
complete a specified task. 
Part of a village by caste, division of the 
village by various caste groups. 
Ih Zamindar: Landowner, landlord with the rights 
guaranteed by the Permanent Settlement 
1793. 
Zamindari: Jur isdict ion of a zamindar. 
Land held by a landlord in which no other 
rights can accrue. 
